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Perhaps nowhere in Australia have working
and living conditions for Aborigines been
so bad as on Northern Territory cattle
stations. Though the Aborigines’ skill in
handling cattle is acknowledged by their
white employers, rarely have they gained
recognition in any material way. None
were paid full wages, many were fortunate
if they received any cash wages at all,
almost all lived in appalling conditions,
and many were subjected to physical
violence.
These facts emerge clearly from Dr Stevens’s
thorough research into the conditions
obtaining on Territory pastoral properties
in the 1960s. During surveys in 1965
followed up in 1967, Dr Stevens questioned
employers and both black and white
workers in the industry, eliciting some
revealing replies. It was apparent that the
Aboriginal workers were fully aware of
their degraded position and the way in
which they were exploited.
Where possible Dr Stevens visited the
Aboriginal station ‘camps’, though he met
with opposition from some station owners,
reluctant to allow him free access. In
almost all of them the living conditions
were primitive, the best of accommodation
being little more than a corrugated iron
hut. Few camps had running water or
cooking facilities.
In the growing awareness of the Aborigines’
plight in Australia, this book is an impor
tant testimony of the conditions in which
many lived and worked, conditions that
must no longer be allowed to exist.
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f I 1he Social Science Research Council o f Australia (now The Academy
A o f the Social Sciences in Australia), which was founded in its present
form in 1952, is the national organisation o f social scientists. Some of its
major functions are:
to encourage the advancement of the social sciences in Australia;
to act as a co-ordinating group for the promotion of research and
teaching in the social sciences;
to foster research and to subsidise the publication o f studies in the social
sciences.
To these ends the Council has sponsored a number o f major research
projects. The first related to the role o f women in public and professional
life in Australia and was carried out by Mr Norman MacKenzie. His report,
together with the associated study of the legal status of women in Australia
by Dr Enid Campbell, was published in 1962 in a book, Women in Australia
(F.W. Cheshire Pty Ltd, Melbourne).
The second major project, carried out by a group o f economists, was
concerned with the Australian taxation structure and under the authorship
o f R.I. Downing, H.W. Arndt, A.H. Boxer, and R.L. Mathews, the
results were published in 1964 in Taxation in Australia: Agenda for Reform
(Melbourne University Press, Melbourne).
In 1963 the Council approved its third and most ambitious major
project, Aborigines in Australian Society, with the broad objectives of:
elucidating the problems arising from contacts between Aborigines
and non-Aborigines and formulating policy implications from these;
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drawing together existing knowledge in various parts of Australia
and undertaking such further original research as can be carried out
over a period of three years.
In May 1964, Mr C.D. Rowley, formerly Principal of the Australian
School of Pacific Administration in Sydney, was appointed Director of
the Project, to work under the general guidance of a Project Committee
appointed by the Council. The volumes now being published represent
a major research enterprise in which many social scientists collaborated
over the length and breadth of Australia.
However, the whole enterprise depended in very large measure on the
magnificent support received, from the outset, from the Myer Foundation
of Australia and the Sidney Myer Charity Trust. The Council wishes to
acknowledge its gratitude for their generosity.
W.D. B or r i e
C a n b e r r a 1973

PREFACE

T ike most Australians, I grew up in an urban environment with little
t experience of rural areas and no contact with Aborigines. During my
childhood, in the 1930s, religious sectarianism was such that social
tranquillity was rarely breached even by the need to adjust to people of
different beliefs, let alone other cultures. Indeed, in American terms, my
family background was white, Anglo-Saxon and Protestant, and so too
was that of most of my friends.
Australia rarely forced one to adjust to conflict, whether religious,
economic, intellectual, or racial. Social stratification ensured that
diverse groups rarely came into contact with one another. The welldeveloped system of church schools removed the necessity to examine
opposed ethical views. Southern European migrants, although considered
capable small businessmen, hardly warranted greater attention than the
rather shallow jokes which emphasised their physical appearance, pattern
of work, or unusual accents. The Chinese were always referred to as
‘Chows’ in the most derogatory manner and a standing family joke was
made when my mother’s maiden name was spelt Ha Lee, instead of the
more acceptable British style of Hale.
This is not to suggest that my family was illiberal. On the contrary,
my father was a long standing member of both the trade union movement
and the Australian Labor Party. They simply reflected the typical values
which had grown up in Australian working class families through the
peculiar combination of geographical isolation and a competitive econo
mic environment. The little attention that had been given to race preju
dice since the turn of the century did not mean that it was not present
—more that the problem was kept at arms’ length and the major potential
sources of conflict were precluded by a strictly interpreted racist immigra
tion policy.
Indeed, the ‘White Australia’ policy was a cornerstone on which the
nation was founded. It reflected too much in the personality of Australians
to be written off as a political or economic expedient, as some writers
are prone to do. When the A.N.Z.A.C.s stormed the heights of Gallipoli,
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defeat was turned into victory in the minds o f most Australians because
of the tragic toll of ‘oriental’ lives which was exacted. It is significant
that of all the battles in which my father took part during W orld W ar I,
the only one discussed in family circles was Gallipoli—the one which
had least personal importance to him.
That race prejudice has been a considerable factor in the development
of Australian national attitudes can be seen if we measure the significance
of the concept of the ‘Yellow Peril’ in national politics and appraise the
real dangers that proximity to Asia posed in the terms of national survival.
The racist basis of Australian political attitudes was founded, of course, on
the short term expedients of economic opportunism. The outbursts
against the Chinese in the goldfields of the nineteenth century were
based, in the main, on envy of the products of their labours. The con
tinuing opposition to the employment of Chinese in the furniture trades
was fostered by those who could not match oriental craftsmanship and
energy. In the same way, too, southern Europeans may have been good
fruit-shopkeepers but hardly decent neighbours.
Australian attitudes to the original inhabitants of the continent had
their roots in similar ignorance. Brutal decimation had removed the
problem from the minds of most city dwellers. Indeed, I can recall only
one conversation in my family circle concerning Aborigines. This
related to Toby, who was an indigenous employee of my uncle, a peanut
farmer in north Queensland. My mother and father had visited him
shortly after W orld W ar II, and came back to Sydney with two main
stories, the shooting of brumbies (wild horses) and the treatment of Toby.
As my parents were gentle people, they probably believed the two
matters to be somewhat related. They were upset by the senseless slaughter
of the horses and the cruelty to Toby, who, from all reports, was an
industrious and colourful confidant of my uncle. Apparently Toby
played the role o f the family dog, never passing beyond the kitchen door
to get his food and always ready with a willing ear to listen to the troubles
of the aliens’ battles with nature.
The ignorance of Australians in relation to race contact was also
reflected in the political and educational structure o f the nation. I received
no instruction about Aborigines at school. The only reference to them
that I can remember was in the well thumbed pages of H.H. Finlayson’s
book, The Red Centre, in the school library. One page was particularly
defaced. It contained a photograph o f naked Aboriginal women. The
photograph became the continued object of schoolboy pranks. That
juvenile imagery is readily converted into political form was shown by
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the advice of a relative, when I first started to work in north Australia:
‘W hen you arc in the bush, always make the blacks walk in front of you.
You can’t trust them from behind’.
The fear one has of people o f different genetic and ethnic background
from one s own might account, to some degree, for the late development
of many brancncs of social science in Australia. Anthropology, as a
discipline, has only been taught at the University of Sydney since 1923.
It did not become a subject at Queensland, where most Aborigines live,
until 1964. Indeed, it was ridiculed as an academic discipline at official
level m that State until quite recent times.1 There is still no well-developed
teaching program in race relations in Australia and the social studies
curriculum in schools is currently being upgraded to provide balanced
reference to the racial heritage of the continent. Indeed, sociology as a
discipline has had a hard task establishing itself as a university course and
many tertiary educational institutions still do not offer the subject.
Because of this, post-graduate work in many interdisciplinary areas has
been considerably restricted. Race relations research, accordingly, has
been minute. Even in the important area of industrial relations, in which
the nation considers itself an innovator, few post-graduate degrees have
been awarded.
In similar fashion, most of the academic writing on Aboriginal affairs
has concentrated on traditional society, although it is fair to say that the
contributions in this area have been considerable. However, until the
1960s the problems of contemporary adjustment of indigenes were
studied mostly by ministers of religion and untrained social workers. It
was at that time that I developed an interest in the subject. Stimulation,
however, was gained from outside the country.
During 1956 and 1960 I worked in California in various capacities,
but mainly as a carpenter or rural worker, chipping weeds out of irriga
tion channels on cotton plantations. In these jobs I developed close contact
with various deprived ethnic minorities. They included Negro, Mexican,
and Caucasian Oklahoman semi-skilled labourers. In the cotton fields,
in particular, the problems of the American poor became my own. ^Ve
were all concerned with the question of survival. Despite my white
Anglo-Saxon Protestant heritage, I had become a foreigner. My expe
riences at that time encouraged me to turn my back on American society
and return to Australia.
1 See my paper, ‘Parliamentary Attitudes to Aboriginal Affairs’ in F.S. Stevens (ed.), Racism:
The Australian Experience, vol. 2, Black versus White, Australia and New Zealand Book Co.,
Sydney, 1971, particularly p. 122.
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Shortly after arriving home, I became associated with an American
owned organisation which was engaged in land development in north
Australia. After assuming responsibility for its economic and industrial
policy I travelled widely in my capacity as a director of the company.
One of the major problems with which we were faced in the area was
labour turnover. As it happened, one of our operating sites was close to
an Aboriginal settlement, and the possibility of employing native labour
was discussed at board level on a number of occasions. To gain informa
tion for these meetings I frequently discussed the value of Aboriginal
labour with pastoralists in the region, but never with the Aborigines
themselves. The pastoralists’ responses to my questions reminded me
greatly o f my Californian experiences, only here my role was reversed.
The Aborigines, I was informed, were lazy, incompetent, dirty,
untruthful, alcoholic, and of low intellect. As the company was operating
sophisticated diesel electric equipment, I asked in particular about their
mechanical aptitudes. To employ them on moving machinery would lead
to disaster, I was assured, partly because of their ‘irresponsibility’ and
partly because of their ‘lack of mechanical ability’. My special interest in
this area encouraged me to draw my informants out at greater length.
It was here that the similarities with California began to show.
Pastoralists in north Queensland believed that Australian Aborigines
were impeded in their work by exactly the same failings that the Califor
nian cotton farmers had attributed to Negroes, Mexicans and Okla
homans. It seemed to me that the cotton farmers’ allegations were not
true, particularly when I was lumped broadly into the same category.
Regardless o f what 1 thought of my coloured fellow workers, the com
plaints seemed to have no real foundation in relation to the Oklahoman
employees, where cultural background did not differ greatly from that of
the men who were making the complaints against them. The significant
difference seemed to be in their mode of dress, accent, and level of
literacy. How could it be, I wondered, that Australian Aborigines dis
played similar industrial characteristics to Caucasian Oklahoman workers
in California? It was clear that it had little to do with the question of
race, as the pastoralists kept asserting. Only the social relationships were
comparable.
O f particular interest in this respect was the role being played on our
development sites by semi-literate bush workers. These people undoubt
edly possessed considerable mechanical intuition and were highly praised
by the pastoral employers in the various districts. Intellectually and
socially, however, there was very little difference between them and the
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Oklahomans I had left in California. Indeed, the total work environment
reminded me greatly of California and I began to think of other simi
larities. However, except for a small study entitled Bush and Backwoods, 2
I could find no comparative material on which to base any further analysis.
At the same time as the development of my interest in this subject,
the Social Science Research Council of Australia (now The Academy of
the Social Sciences in Australia), had also recognised the gap in our
knowledge and through a grant from the Myer Foundation, commis
sioned C.D. Rowley to lead a research project on the problems of con
temporary adjustment of the Aborigines. He encouraged me to extend
my inquiries. Briefly, it seemed to me that native policy in Australia
had been founded on the same false premise that had conditioned American
racial attitudes for so many centuries—belief in the intellectual inferiority
of people of different social, cultural or ethnic origin. From this simple
observation a host of important considerations followed, many of them
related to the history and development of the administrative system
which supported the policy, and the philosophical basis on which it was
founded. A quick review of the literature showed, however, that no well
integrated history of native policy in Australia existed. Certainly there
had been no deep analysis of the reasons for the application of this policy
to Aborigines, nor of the results. Working alongside Rowley, I began
slowly to piece together the history of native policy in the major area of
my interest, north Australia, in order to understand how this affected
relationships in the field.3 I then made a number of field trips into the
area and lived with Aboriginal and European groups for periods of up
to six months, to see how, in fact, policy was executed.
I was particularly interested in the response of the indigenes to the
administration and implementation of policy, since these were two of the
major gaps in our knowledge. Because of almost total illiteracy amongst
the Aborigines, there was no possibility of their reactions to the inroads
of Europeans being determined from written records. This had to be
pieced together from conversations in the field.
After my first field trip, I concluded that more was wrong with the
application of our official policies towards Aborigines than mere malad
ministration, which was the constant complaint of interested parties. It
2 H.C. Allen, Bush and Backwoods: A Comparison of the Frontier in Australia and the United States,
Michigan State University Press, East Lansing, 1959.
3 See my papers, ‘Parliamentary Attitudes to Aboriginal Affairs’, also ‘Aboriginal Labour
Policy in the Northern Territory’, mimeo, Department of Economic History, Australian
National University, 1967; ‘Native Policy in Western Australia’, mimeo, Department of
Economic History, Australian National University, 1967.
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was obvious that social, economic and political relationships between the
two groups took place in an atmosphere of prejudice as deep as any I had
experienced in the United States. However, as considerable time, money,
and energy had been spent on trying to overcome some of these diffi
culties, I began to look further. I could understand how the government
could erect a system of racial administration containing inherent conflict
whilst many of the principals involved continued to adhere to outmoded
concepts of organisation and racial inequality. The work of Tatz clearly
set this out.4
Although I have had no anthropological training, and to avoid
expressing opinions on matters which rest in that area, I found that the
work of anthropologists had an important influence on Aboriginal
policy, particularly since the 1930s. Further research showed that the
development of anthropological study and its impact on government
decision-making originated, mainly, from the School of Anthropology
at the University of Sydney. Professor Elkin, the doyen of Australian
anthropologists, who was the head of the school for some thirty years, has
had a remarkable effect on the development of Australian attitudes
towards Aborigines. Apart from being the principal scholar, writer and
educationist in this field, he has been active in an effort to have his work
translated into social change. Indeed, since 1935 Elkin’s influence on
Aboriginal affairs has been unique.
It was necessary, then, that I should become involved in a consideration
of the accuracy of his analysis of contact between the two races. Fortu
nately, he had set this out in almost schematic form in 1952, allowing
ready comparison between theory and fact. I was interested, in the main,
to determine how faithfully his work described the industrial conditions
of Aborigines and to sec what additional understanding this would con
tribute to my appreciation of the situation.
Following my third year of field work, I was able to fill in some of the
gaps in my broader understanding of the situation, and came to the
conclusion that the erroneous basis of the Elkin analysis was, in fact, one
of the major causes for the failure of Aboriginal policy in north Australia.
The reasons for this conclusion are contained in the following pages.
Santa Cruz, California,
1972

F.S.

4 C.M. Tatz, Aboriginal Administration in the Northern Territory, Ph.D. thesis, Australian
National University, 1964.
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METHOD

I
material contained in this book was collected during journeys
A through Queensland, the Northern Territory and Western Australia
in 1965, 1966 and 1968. For the purpose o f my research it was important
that initial field work be completed before the calling o f witnesses in the
1965 Arbitration Court case mentioned in the text, as the publicity given
to the proceedings might have conditioned responses to the survey.
However, meetings o f the employers’ organisations being represented
before the tribunal had already been held to consider policy and appear
ances relating to the case. By the time o f the second visit the case had been
concluded, and the industry was beginning to feel the impact o f industrial
indiscipline which led to the series o f strikes by Aboriginal workers at
Wave Hill and surrounding areas.
As several employers formally interviewed on the first occasion held
responsible positions in these organisations, their replies could have been
affected by the impending proceedings. Similarly, all employers were
faced with the possibility of higher labour costs if their case was unsuc
cessful. Some o f them may have desired to use the survey as a vehicle
for influencing the proceedings although we explained to those inter
viewed that we had given an undertaking to the various cattlemen’s
associations connected with the industry that we would not allow any
material collected to be used in this way. However, as the analysis o f the
results of the survey indicate a climate o f opinion different from that
presented by the employers’ counsel to the court, there is little evidence
to suggest that the short term advantages o f court proceedings condi
tioned the replies.
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All the formal interviews conducted were carried out with the assist
ance of the Interview Guide attached hereto (Appendix I). It was designed
by Dr Cohn Tatz of the Department of Politics and Economics, Monash
University, at the request of the United Graziers’ Association of Queens
land, which was faced with a similar task of obtaining information con
cerning problems of Aboriginal labour engaged in the cattle industry of
that State. The Guide was the subject of several discussions with social
scientists in Melbourne who suggested various methods of ensuring
that the answers given genuinely reflected the opinions of the people to
be interviewed.
As a result of their criticisms, recall questions on vital subjects were
included in the schedule.
The discussion outline consisted of fifty-four questions and was
administered in the presence of the three persons engaged in the 1965
survey. The other two people involved in the first journey were Dr C.M.
Tatz, mentioned above, and Professor F. Gruen, Professor of Agricultural
Economics at Monash University.
Although only one of the interviewers filled in the Guide, as discussion
developed each of the other members of the team placed himself suffi
ciently close to the scribe to note his interpretation of the interview.
Where there was any difference of opinion the question was asked again
and the copy corrected. Where any of the recall questions contradicted
earlier statements it was our habit to retrace the discussion to that point
to clarify this discrepancy by further questioning.
It is of interest to note that we were often called upon to check
consistency. However, we came to accept the fact that a change in the
nature of replies to similar questions did not necessarily mean that a
person was trying to mislead the interviewer. Very often it meant that
he was either confused about the position, reflecting other people’s
opinions without due consideration of his own position or simply
expressing what he considered to be a ‘generally accepted fact’.
In 1966,1 returned to the Northern Territory with the object of making
contact with employees, both white and Aboriginal, on the cattle stations
previously visited. However, the Northern Territory Pastoral Lessees’
Association, supported by the Northern Territory Administration,
opposed the continuation of my survey.1
However, regardless of this official opposition, I was able to retrace
1 Northern Territory o f Australia Administrator’s letter on private file, 28 June 1966, and
telephone conversations with M r L. de Voss, Secretary o f the Northern Territory Pastoral
Lessees’ Association at that time.
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most of my steps of 1965 and gained, with certain limitations, reasonable
access to employees within the industry. Although I had to abandon my
intentions to use a formal interview schedule aimed at determining the
attitudes of employees towards their employers, because of the tense
state ot industrial relations at the time, a considerable amount of material
was collected on tape.
My first attempts to interview employees on Northern Territory
cattle stations on this second visit were met by a response on their part
which indicated a desire to join the strikers in the Wave Hill district.
As I did not want to allow my interviews to affect an already delicate
situation, I abandoned any attempts at formal techniques and concen
trated on making contact with various group and opinion leaders. My
efforts in this direction were considerably assisted by a full-blood Abori
ginal acting as an intermediary.
Mr Christopher Geoffreys of Mitchell River Mission, North Queens
land, accompanied me throughout the Northern Territory leg of my
journey. Although there was little or no tribal affinity between the
Aboriginal groups we contacted and the Mitchell River people, I was
impressed with the spontaneous reception that Christopher received
wherever he went. This made initial contact much easier.
Finally, as I wanted to consider the entire social and economic condi
tions of pastoral employees in northern Australia, I needed to obtain
some understanding of the impact of the settlements which were run by
various administrations as alternative places of residence for Aboriginal
cattle station dwellers. Although I was fortunate in visiting all but one
of the missions and settlements in the Northern Territory and Queensland,
attempts to obtain permission to enter the Arnhem Land Reserve were
not successful.2
THE S AMPLE

The sample of stations to be visited was drawn up on the basis of sugges
tions made by the Secretary of the Northern Territory Cattle Producers’
Council and the Secretary of the Centralian Pastoralists’ Association.
Although they do not represent a statistical random sample, the stations
were drawn from every administrative and geographical division of the
Territory.
Limitations of both time and travel made it necessary for the selection
2 Northern Territory of Australia Acting Administrator’s letter on private file, 10 October
1967. See also ‘The Unpermitted Man’, Territorial, December 1967,
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of the stations included in the survey to be purposive. As well, to ensure
that a reasonable balance of the various methods of management was
included a prior knowledge of the ownership characteristics of the
stations to be visited was desirable.
Thirty stations out of a total of 210 individual leaseholders in the
Northern Territory were contacted and their managers or owners
interviewed. As the term ‘lease’ in the Northern Territory embraces
only one area of land, several of which may be held together to make up
one ‘station’, the arithmetic basis of my projections has been determined
by ‘land area held’ and not leases. This is discussed at greater length in
the study (see pp. 29-30).
Although it is normal in a survey of this nature to disclose the names
of the locations at which the interviews were conducted, because of the
smallness of the sample and the fact that every station visited violated
Northern Territory Ordinances in some way, and comment on this is
made in the text, the names of the properties are not disclosed.
The co-operation of pastoral lessees or their managers had an important
bearing on the results of the survey. Because of sparse population and
vast distances, figures produced on various aspects of rural life in the
Northern Territory are always the result of official inquiry and are rarely
open to private verification. Pastoralists recognise an obvious affinity
between the various government agencies and the revenue-collecting
branches, and are normally fairly cautious about any information that
they provide to official bodies. However, I found that our association
with university research encouraged a higher degree of frankness to the
point where statements concerning the economics of the stations were
normally supported by inspection of the books of accounts. Frequently,
it was necessary for some managers to explain the real meaning of their
accounts, which had been prepared for another purpose.
As both Berndt3 and Tatz4 had noted various attempts by property
owners to mislead the authorities in completing official returns, any
invitation by the manager or owner to discuss the relevance of the station s
financial and accounting position was accepted and the information
given verbally by the owner was taken as a truthful statement ot the
situation. It is possible, of course, that some information given to the
project was equally meant to deceive. However, the fact that we had
no official associations and tabulated our own information without
3 R.M. and C.H. Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem: Aboriginal Labour in a Pastoral
Area’, typescript, Department of Anthropology, University of Sydney, 1948, p. 44.
4 Tatz, Aboriginal Administration, p. 57.
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appending die signatures of those interviewed would seem to make
this less likely.
Consequently, although it will be seen that the figures which were
collected were, in some instances, at variance with official publications,
the difference might not necessarily be due to the inadequacies of our
sampling.
MAI L S U R V E Y

Because of the variation between our figures and those issued publicly,
I took the precaution, on returning to Canberra, of forwarding a brief
questionnaire to the persons interviewed (see Appendix II). Twenty-three
out of the thirty stations managers who were interviewed returned the
forms. On checking the information set out in the completed forms, little
alteration in the original collection of figures was found to be necessary.
C O N T A C T W I T H EMP LOYE ES

The intention of the first survey was primarily to determine the attitudes
of employers towards their employees. The study techniques demanded
a considerable amount of control on the part of the interviewers and it
was important that good relationships should be maintained with the
management. Because of the size of the team and the method of intro
duction, we were virtually obliged to accept the managers’ or owners’
offers of hospitality together with whatever limitations of decorum,
contact or movement this demanded. In considering the overall environ
ment of native employees on the station this method did have limitations.
For example, on all of the stations our presence was closely watched
by members of the Aboriginal camps. Given the limited contact with the
outside world, the arrival and departure of guests was somewhat of a
major feature in the social day of practically all of the members of the
station community. For the homestead domestics it meant the preparation
of sleeping accommodation and the setting of another place at the home
stead table. This adjustment in the working day was sufficient for the
question to be raised as to whom the parties visiting the station were.
Were they simply friends of the family or had they come on business,
possibly bringing news of a mob of cattle on the move with their attendant
menfolk? Possibly they were windmill salesmen going out to have a look
at a distant bore and would be in contact with the people at the further
end of the run.
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come from. I informed him that we were from a university, but my
information left him a little puzzled. I eventually explained to him that
In our case, as I later found out from discussions in the camp, specula
tion about our first visit was that we were either police or, at the very
least, ‘gubment men’. The Aborigines’ opinion of our position and
intentions was reinforced by the enclosed style of our Landrover, the
two-way radio in the cabin and the ‘strange’ A.C.T. number plates.
Their speculation was no doubt further increased by the dress of the
interviewers: one in a uniform-like ‘bib and brace’ overall and the other
two in normal suburban clothes.
During the first visit managers were clearly informed of the nature
of the survey and expected us to interview them at our earliest con
venience. In most cases they looked somewhat askance at our request
to talk to other members of the staff and normally insisted on accom
panying us during contact.
Because of our intentions and the short duration of our visit, little
time was spent in the Aboriginal camp. Further, diplomacy seemed to
demand that most of our time be devoted to the station executives, as it
was their opinions that we had stated we were interested in obtaining.
On every station, however, I made a point of visiting the Aboriginal
camp and inspecting the housing facilities. On these tours I was normall y
accompanied by the manager and only occasionally had a chance to pass
normal pleasantries with the indigenes. However, an interesting exchange
took place on one station. It encouraged me to give consideration to
broadening the inquiry.
During the visit to one large company-owned station we sought
permission from the manager to inspect the native camp area and he
approved our tour. In reply he said that if we wanted to know anything
we should approach ‘King Brumby’, a colourful individual referred to
elsewhere in this study. On approaching the camp, King Brumby came
forward to introduce himself and asked us if there was anything that
we wanted to know. We said that we were just looking around but
would be grateful if he would accompany us to answer any questions.
We inspected the buildings in the native camp area and the small garden
which he had been tending, and eventually began to walk back towards
the homestead. During the tour a number of male Aborigines had
gathered some distance from us but did not attempt to make any contact.
Whilst walking back from the native camp I dropped behind slightly
from the rest of the entourage and was approached by one of the small
group that had been watching our progress. He asked me where we had
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the university was in Canberra. He seemed to show immediate under
standing and wanted to know what our visit was all about. I did not say
much to him, merely explaining that we were interested in the work that
Aborigines did on the station. To my surprise he retorted: ‘Well, take
no notice of that old bastard Brumby. He’s a bloody liar. Will tell you
anything. If you want to know what goes on around here you ask me’.
As our group was by then approaching the homestead my informant
dropped behind again and we walked into the fenced garden area.
Later on in the day I had the opportunity of discussing this exchange
with the manager. He informed me that Brumby had been the traditional
intermediary between the management and the Aborigines’ camp, but
that more recently there had been a ‘bit of dissent amongst the young
bloods’. The manager continued that when he had witnessed a change in
the authority structure of the community about two years previously
he had endeavoured to restrict it by sending the person referred to by
me to one of the outstations. 5 He was, however, unable to compel him
to stay there and he had drifted back to the homestead again.
From this brief exchange and further experiences, particularly at a
country race meeting, at which I was approached by a number of Abori
ginal stockmen who had remembered our visit to their station, I concluded
that the Aboriginal employees were far from being the amorphous
inarticulate group which management normally made them out to be.
Indeed, in the contact at the race meeting the group mentioned had
concluded that we were ‘gubment men’ who were going to bring them
Award wages. Their inquiry was as to the date of their arrival.
On my return to Canberra I discussed some of these experiences with
associates, and it was decided that I should go back into the field during
the following year in an endeavour to make contact with employees in
the industry.
Although my entry into the field on the second occasion was resisted
by the Northern Territory Pastoral Lessees’ Association, I felt that the
presence of an observer during the period of change, which the secretary
had assured us was taking place, might produce some interesting infor
mation as to the social, economic and political consciousness of the
employees.
The secretary of the employers’ association believed that my presence
in the area would only add additional problems to an already delicate
situation. As the tone of the correspondence of the Welfare Branch also
5 For convenience in working the large areas involved some stations have smaller homesteads
located at strategic spots around the run. These are known as ‘outstations’.
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reflected these views, and following a statement by one of the parties
that he ‘could not be responsible for my safety if I went to the Northern
Territory’ at that time, I hesitated to undertake the final journey. How
ever, the official attitude seemed to soften and the journey was undertaken.
It should be noted, however, that, compared with my first visit, in
which company recognition had been given to the research, on the
second occasion it was opposed by most of the major companies and the
industry’s official spokesman. In these circumstances initial contact with
the managements of the properties promised to be an interesting
experience.
MANAGEMENT

RESPONSE

As I wished to spend a greater length o f time on the properties than was
previously possible, visits were made to only ten of the stations involved
in the original survey. Difficulty in gaining admission was experienced
in only two cases. All managers or owners, however, were hesitant
about my requests.
Firstly, I introduced myself and reminded them of the visit of the
previous year. I informed them that I was still continuing with the study
and that I would like the opportunity of spending some time at the
station with a view to observing the routine of work. Once I had estab
lished the fact that they were not opposed to my visit I then requested
permission to make contact with the Aboriginal camp. At this stage
resistance was met.
Most employers thought that the desire to give detailed attention to
the camp was strange. One person even replied that he had informed me
of the situation during the previous year, and that there was little more
to find out. Those that were suspicious of my wish to make contact
with the Aborigines had their fears increased by my next request.
In an endeavour to overcome the possibility of either being taken as a
‘gubment man’ or a confidant of the manager, I wanted to establish
independence from the homestead. Consequently I requested permission
to set up a camp in the Aboriginal area. Most employers were opposed
to this. Two openly rejected the proposal, one insisting that I should
sleep in the homestead grounds. The others accepted my compromise
recommendation that I should set up a camp in the direction o f the
Aboriginal residences, but not inside their delineated area.
I later established, however, that this independence from the home
stead, as well as giving me greater access to the Aboriginal employees,
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also enabled greater freedom of movement amongst the white staff.
Consequently, their opinions and attitudes were more readily forth
coming.
ABORIGINAL

RESPONSE

In many of the interviews the response of individuals in the Aboriginal
camp to being questioned on their opinions about working in the cattle
industry was reserved. However, it was noted that in the main the
Aboriginal residents on cattle stations of the Northern Territory were
more open to approach, after even casual contact, than Aboriginal
residents in town settlements in Queensland. In the latter situation
normally two, and sometimes three visits were necessary before any
degree of rapport was established.
In the Northern Territory four factors contributed towards more
ready acceptance. Firstly, Christopher, who was a gregarious, guitar
playing, personable young man, befriended the local community. Little
time seemed to elapse in almost every situation before somebody had
accepted him into their kin or friendship circle. This considerably allayed
their fears as to the intention of the party, as it gave us a channel of
approach which might not have been possible under different circum
stances.
Secondly, many of the employees remembered our visit during the
previous year, and first contact was made through reference to this fact.
Thirdly, the establishment of a base near to their camp gave the
Aborigines easy access to me, and they were openly offered hospitality
whenever they approached.
Fourthly, the sharing of food, facilities and the camp with an Abori
ginal established a pattern of behaviour which clearly marked the inter
viewer as a person of, at least, different social attitudes from the European
management on the station.
Because of these four factors I was normally able to make ready contact
with the members of the Aboriginal community, and very early in the
association with any one individual was able to pursue inquiries to
establish his value as an informant. Certain difficulties were experienced
in establishing opinion leaders in any one group, and the informants
most heavily relied upon were those more fluent in English. All of the
Aborigines interviewed, however, had sufficient grasp of the English
language to convey their meaning with sufficient accuracy for the
purposes of the survey.
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As these conversations were tape recorded, they form a base on which
to interpret the employment relationships within the industry as reliable,
at least, as the more formal interviews with managers.

W H O W A S AN
ABORIGINAL WORKER?

2

THE

CATTLEMAN’S OPINION

/ ^ \ ne of the greatest difficulties experienced by both employers and
the Welfare Branch was to define exactly who was an Aboriginal
employee. Part of the confusion was the result of the extremely complex
set of laws which was developed during the 1950s and then partially
abandoned during the early 1960s.
However, regardless of the law, cattlemen appeared to resolve many
of their problems concerning race relations by applying a simple visual
test—depending on the colour of the skin a person was more or less
likely to be classified as ‘an Aboriginal’ or a ‘white man’. Indeed, the
Commonwealth Arbitration Court ran into some difficulty during the
1965 hearing when they endeavoured to define exactly who were the
workers they were discussing in the application for equal wages. They
approached the problem in this way:
Counsel for the Union: In case there is any ambiguity about the use [of the term] ‘white
man’ in this connection—it may be that [counsel for the employers] and the witness
are at cross purposes. In this district a half-caste counts for these purposes as a white
man.
Witness: That is so. But this one was not a half-caste. 1

As the term ‘half-caste’ was used in similarly loose vein, it was nearly
impossible during a period of casual contact, and indeed sometimes even
after lengthy association, to determine the exact genetic mixture of the
person or group of persons being discussed. This confusion was high1 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, p. 255.
Emphasis mine.
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lighted in a letter attached to the mail questionnaire used to check Abori
ginal population numbers. The manager of a large station replied:
‘I have filled out [the questionnaire] as things arc today. Also I put some
Abos in the part-coloured side but you can run them through the drafting
yard and sort them out’.2
Not having the time to trace each person’s racial background, I was
forced into accepting the cattlemen’s classification of their own workers.
As many of the employers’ attitudes towards their Aboriginal employees
were determined by their own varying, and sometimes contradictory
standards, and not by any legal or genetic formula, this loose procedure
had to be sufficient for my purposes.
THE

OFFI CI AL P O S I T I O N

An ‘Aboriginal’, in the sense normally accepted in southern Australia,
was a person who exhibited any patently Australoid characteristics
through a combination of skin pigmentation, facial features or hair.
Occasionally the classification hinged on the presence of one of these.
People embraced by this broad genus in the Northern Territory could
have found themselves covered by any three sets of industrial law. Further,
their social, economic, and legal standing might have been affected by
the individuals’ ancestry, their personal history or the current standards
of application of administrative policy.
FULL-BLOOD

ABORIGINES

The Minister for Territories, Mr P. Hasluck, in 1952, foreshadowed the
introduction of new legislation covering the legal status of persons of
Aboriginal descent. The new policy was embodied in the Welfare
Ordinance 1953-1960, and it set out a method of declaring certain indigent
persons wards of the State. It also applied to them a standard of laws, both
civil and industrial, different from those applying to other Australian
citizens. The declaration, however, was supposed to be based on need,
not race.3
Consequently, the Administrator of the Northern Territory, by
recommendation of the Welfare Branch, was empowered to declare any
person a ward who by reason of:
2 Letter on private file, 10 January 1966.
3 Paul Hasluck, N ative W elfare in Australia. Speeches and Addresses by the Hon. Paul Hasluck,
M .P ., M inister fo r Territories., Paterson Brokensha, Perth, 1953, pp. 15 and 22.
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his manner of living,
his inability, without assistance, adequately to manage his affairs,
his standard of social habit and behaviour; and
his personal associations
stood in need of special care and assistance.
THE A B O R I G I N A L WO R K E R

At the time of drawing up the Register of Wards, as the list was called,
the Director was precluded from including therein any person
. . . who under Part V of the Northern Territory Electoral Regulations [was] . . . entitled
to vote at an election of a member of the House of Representatives for the Northern
Territory

or, except for the fact that he was under the age of twenty-one, ‘would . . .
[have been] entitled to . . . vote’.4
As Part V of the above Regulations excluded ‘aboriginal natives of
Australia’, only these persons legally could have been declared wards.
Because of this it was only possible to place full-blood Aborigines on the
Register of Wards up to 1961 when the Welfare Ordinance was amended.
However, although there does not seem to have been any court case to
determine the exact definition of an Aboriginal, the Welfare Branch
apparently based its classification on standards similar to those of the
pastoralists, and included persons on the Register with little regard for
their racial origin.5
Consequently, some people could have been on the Register illegally,
but few employers ever seemed to care whether their employees were
included or not. Indeed, because of the impact of the Nationality and
Citizenship Act of 1948-55, making all persons born in Australia after
26 January 1949 Australian citizens, it was questionable whether the
very foundation of the Register of Wards, in imposing restrictions on
one racial group, was itself legal.6
In 1964 the Social Welfare Ordinance was introduced to repeal the
Welfare Ordinance ‘under which the majority of Aborigines were
declared wards and . . . therefore subject to certain restrictions’ and to
4 Welfare Ordinance, 1953, S. 14.
5 See, for example, Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of
1965, Transcript of Proceedings, p. 504.
6 B.E. Christophers, ‘Northern Territory’, in The Strugglefor Dignity, Council for Aboriginal
Rights, Melbourne, 1962, pp. 30 and 37.
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substitute ‘a new Ordinance which [would] remove the concept of
wardship’ but leave the Director able to
. . . provide relief from poverty and hunger, and such other assistance as he [con
sidered] necessary, to any person socially or economically in need. A number of other
Ordinances [were] amended to remove restrictions placed on wards . . . 7

O f immediate concern was the amendment of the Wards Employ
ment Ordinance 1953-62. That Ordinance was introduced to support
the earlier legislation under the Welfare Ordinance and to lay down
conditions of work for wards in the various industries of the Northern
Territory.
The original Wards Employment Ordinance contained a definition
of a ward identical to that under the Welfare Ordinance of 1953. In the
1964 legislation the definition of a ward was changed to
a person who immediately before the commencement of the Social Welfare Ordinance
of 1964 was a ward by virtue of the Social Welfare Ordinance 1953-63.8

Consequently, although the main measure laying down the conditions
of wardship had been repealed, the persons to whom it applied were
still enumerated for industrial purposes under the Wards Employment
Ordinance.
The Register of Wards in 1965 was an out-of-date document.9 Those
persons who were declared wards prior to the 1964 legislation continued
to be wards for the purposes of the Wards Employment Ordinance
1953-64. Those persons who were not so enumerated were theoretically
outside the regulations.
There were three major reasons for the failure of the Welfare Branch
to expand the Register of Wards so as to embrace all Aborigines in the
Northern Territory. Firstly, the three years that it took the department
to compile the original list indicated that the task of enumerating large
numbers of illiterate individuals scattered across a vast area proved to be
virtually beyond the resources of the department.10 Secondly, in 1961
the Administrator of the Northern Territory refused to accept an addi
tional list of 3,000 persons for inclusion in the Register of Wards, as the
7 Annual Report of the Northern Territory, 1963-64, p. 55.
8 Wards Employment Ordinance, 1964, S. 4(b).
9 Except for removal o f names because of mistakes, double enumeration and death, it had
remained unchanged since 1957.
10 F. Lancaster Jones, A Demographic Survey of the Aboriginal Population of the Northern Territory,
with special reference to Bathurst Island. Australian Institute o f Aboriginal Studies, Occasional
Papers in Aboriginal Studies, No. 1, Canberra, 1963, pp. 9-11.
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Welfare Branch could not give him an assurance that they were aware
of the individual circumstances of each person warranting inclusion.
Further, he ruled that in future no person under the age of fifteen or
over the age of sixty-five years was to be included.11 Finally, the Supreme
Court of the Northern Territory, in a case fought by the Welfare Branch
in an endeavour to declare a particular individual against his will, rejected
the government’s attempts at racial prescription. Stating that ‘it [was]
humiliating for a man able to take care of himself to be told where he
[could or could not] go, and what he [could or could not] do,’12 it refused
to place the person concerned under the jurisdiction of the Branch.
To add to the difficulties of determining wardship, the Register of
Wards as it stood had ‘many limitations’ on its accuracy.13 Apart from
the problems of recalling and recording such intimate details as parentage
among mainly illiterate and sometimes polygamous people, duplication
of names and lack of precision in the clerical entries placed severe doubts
on its value as a legal document.14 Even so, the inclusion of a person’s
name was the foundation of a coloured worker’s legal and industrial
rights in the Northern Territory.
If we add to the confusion the fact that census takers appeared to have
had their own definition of race15 and the Registrars of Births, Deaths,
and Marriages had another16 there was little wonder that cattlemen
experienced difficulty at times in classifying their workers and had
abandoned any serious attempt to do so.
On this complicated basis many efforts had been made to enumerate
‘Aborigines’ in the Northern Territory. The 1964 figure published by
the Welfare Branch was 19,573.17 However, as this was calculated from
an estimate of 18,920 Aborigines in 1961, compared with the census record
of 19,704 in the same year,18 its accuracy was open to question. Using
the Welfare Branch’s estimate of the net increase in population per
annum19 and the 1961 Census figures, the 1965 Aboriginal population
of the Northern Territory could have been more than 21,000.
11 Commonwealth of Australia, House of Representatives Debates, vol. 36, 1962, pp. 415-16.
12 Reported in the Canberra Times, 21 August 1962.
13 Lancaster Jones, A Demographic Survey, p. 10.
14 Ibid., pp. 8-12.
15 Commonwealth of Australia, Yearbook, 1961, No. 47, p. 315.
16 Letter on private file from District Registrar, Alice Springs, 10 December 1965.
17 Annual Report of the Welfare Branch, 1964-65, p. 12.
18 Commonwealth of Australia, Yearbook 1965, No. 51, p. 299.
19 Annual Report of the Welfare Branch, 1964-65, p. 12.
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As there were some 15,700 names on the Register of Wards in 1957,
and allowing for deaths, somewhere between 5,000 and 6,000 persons
o f Aboriginal origin were outside the classification o f ‘wardship’. How
many o f these persons were resident on rural holdings was unknown.

T H E LEGAL C O N D I T I O N S
OF E M P L O Y M E N T

3

CONDITIONS

OF E M P L O Y M E N T

UNDER

THE

WARDS

EMPLOYMENT

ORDINANCE

n p h c Wards Employment Ordinance and Regulations set out the
A conditions of employment and rates of pay for all wards in the
Northern Territory. Briefly, the relevant sections of the Ordinance and
gazetted regulations were as follows:
The Ordinance

Imposed a penalty of np to ^100 on any person employing a ward
except under the prescribed conditions of employment and at the
prescribed wage.
Required notification to the Director of Welfare for any person engag
ing wards as employees for the first time.
Required filing of statutory returns concerning the numbers of em
ployees, wages paid, sick leave and recreation leave taken, etc.
Made it an offence to entice a ward to leave his employment.
Made it illegal to employ a ward under the age of fourteen.
The Regulations

Required payment of money due in the same manner as other em
ployees working under Awards.
Provided for payment for loss of work through wet weather.
Established the need for notification in case of injury.
Created a method of terminating employment.
Provided for the reimbursement of the employee for expenditure
incurred in getting to and from his place of employment.
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Established the hours of work.
Made provision for overtime.
Determined conditions for sick and recreation leave.
Required the establishment o f a store where the ward could purchase
merchandise at a ‘price which did not exceed the cost’.
Established the standards of accommodation to be provided for
employee wards.
Set out the quantity and quality o f food to be provided.
Enumerated the nature of clothing to be issued to the ward, his wife
and child. (Later converted to a cash payment.)
Provided for the establishment o f special living areas for wards.
Determined a scale of payments to be made in the case of death or
permanent injury.
Provided a schedule of wages payable as in Table 1.
T a b le 1: Schedule o f wages for wards

Industry or calling

Adult weekly rates*
Males
Females

Agriculture
Building
Domestic
Droving with plant and stock
Droving with plant only
Fishing
Mining surface work
underground
Municipal
Pastoral
Pearling
Timber
Transport
Other

£
2
5
2
11
5
4
2
7
4
2
4
2
2
2

s.
8
17
8
12
17
14
8
0
2
8
14
8
8
8

d.
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
9
3
3
3
3
3

£ s. d.
1 5 3
1 5 3
1 5 3

1 5 3

* Northern Territory Government Gazette, 16 September 1959 and 19 December 1962.

Rates for juniors were established on the following percentage of
the full adult rate for the calling:
Under 17 years of age
40%
60%
At
17 years o f age
At
18 years of age
80%
At
19 years of age
100%
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CONDITIONS

OF E M P L O Y M E N T FOR N O N - W A R D

ABORIGINES

It is obvious from what has been said that some Aborigines were not
wards and were consequently not subject to the Wards Employment
Ordinance. The criteria of determination of a person’s status as an
Aboriginal in 1951 were little better than the rule of thumb method used
by the Welfare Branch in 1957. Section 60 of the Aboriginal Ordinance,
1918-1954 provided:
In any legal proceedings or enquiry, whether under this Ordinance or otherwise,
if the Court, Judge, Coroner, Magistrate, Justice or Justices, do not consider there is
sufficient evidence to determine the question whether a person concerned in or in any
way connected with the proceedings or enquiry is or is not an Aboriginal or halfcaste . .. the person is or is not of any specified sex, or is not under any specified age,
the Court, Judge, Coroner, Magistrate, Justice or Justices, having seen the person,
may determine the question.

Technically then, in one sense, nobody was an Aboriginal in the eyes
of the law until he was declared to be so in relation to some proceedings
under the control of the court, or a judge, magistrate, coroner, justice
or justices. However, as distinct from the situation in 1959 when the
Wards Employment Ordinance began to operate, the individual at
least had the benefit of appraisal by the court. At the later date, had a
Conciliation Commissioner been called upon to consider the applicability
of the Award to Aborigines, he may have found that the prescriptive
basis of the Register of Wards, determined as it was without personal
appraisal, was inconsistent with this earlier ruling and a violation of
natural justice. This, at least, was the Administrator’s position when he
was called upon to exercise his prerogative over the inclusion of additional
names.
On the other hand, it was questionable whether the power to deter
mine the rates for Aborigines had been taken away from the Commis
sioner, and whether in this respect his ruling was erroneous and might
have been reversed on an appeal to the Arbitration Court. The grounds
for such an appeal would have been based on the fact that, as Section 6
of the Northern Territory Administration Act 1910-1959 extended the
power of the Arbitration and Conciliation Commission to the Territory,
it had power to overrule inferior tribunals. Further, legislation in conflict
with their determinations resulting from a subordinate authority of the
Commonwealth, or legislation designed to establish minimum rates of
pay and conditions inferior to their determinations for a particular
industry might have also been upset (see p. 191).
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Be that as it may, the challenge was never made, and everyone operated
in the belief that the determination of rates of pay and conditions under
the Wards Employment Ordinance was a valid exercise of delegated
authority. However, nobody seemed to give any consideration to the
large group of persons who were growing up outside the Register of
Wards. As all Awards in the Northern Territory were made as ‘common
rule’, providing application regardless of union membership, the group
should have been engaged under the minimum conditions of the Cattle
Station Industry (Northern Territory) Award. In this way at least one
section of the people under consideration was denied the benefits of an
Award wage which was legally their right.
C O N D I T I O N S OF E M P L O Y M E N T FOR W H I T E WO R K E R S

Most white employees were covered by the Cattle Station Industry
(Northern Territory) Award. As every effective European rate was far
above those set out in the Award, these conditions had little relevance
to the employment of Caucasian workers.
The Cattle Station Industry (Northern Territory) Award appeared
to have had a chequered history. The Award margins in 1965 were formu
lated in 1952 and the total was based on a 1961 Arbitration Court ruling
covering a basic wage, including keep, of ^lO.ds.Sd.1 No application
for marginal increases was made during the various extensions of Com
monwealth Court rulings on margins in 1959 and 1963. Consequently,
the Award was patently inadequate for the industry, and out of keeping
with the then current standards of remuneration as well as with some
broader concepts of industrial equity. A ruling by Commissioner Portus
in 1952 might serve to emphasise this point.
In considering the margins payable for the classification of stockmen
he ruled:
I consider the stockmen’s work of mustering and branding cattle is more arduous
and calls for more skill, than the work of a general station hand. I am not satisfied,
however, that a long hours loading is justified in the case of other employees who
work away from the homestead.2

The margin awarded was 10s., although evidence was brought to bear of
work programs extending over seventy and eighty hours per week. The
Commissioner determined that the additional hours did not warrant
1 97 C.A.R. 713.
2 74 C.A.R. 511.
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special remuneration, and omitted to place in the Award a basic hours
or overtime clause for stockmen.
The legal rates for the various categories of European workers were:3
£11. 5s.l0d.
General station hands
£ ll.l5 s.l0 d . + 3s.6d.
Stockmen
per hour for night watch on cattle
£12 Os. Od.
Head stockmen
£l3.16s.l0d. with plant only:
Drovers with stock
half rate
£12. 7s. 6d.
Truck drivers
£12. 6s.l0d.
Bookkeepers or storekeepers
£l4.16s.l0d.
Tradesmen
As a comparison, the rates for certain urban workers in the Northern
Territory were as follows:
Fitter (married) Darwin
£26.19s.
Bricklayer (married) Darwin
£26.19s.
Carpenter (north of 20th parallel) £22. 3s.
Excavator (north of 20th parallel) £22.18s.34
Possibly more significant for the establishment of new rates for rural
workers in the Northern Territory were the Awards relating to the
pastoral industry in other States.
A selection of these were:
N.S.W. Pastoral Employees (State) Award
General station hands
£19. 4s. 2d. (all found)5
Queensland Station Hands Award
General station hands
Stockmen (Northern Division—
Western District)
£l7.10s. (all found)6
Commonwealth Pastoral Industry Award
(Applicable N.S.W., Victoria,
Tasmania, S.A., W.A.)
General station hands
£l4.16s. (all found)7
The Annual Report oj the Northern Territory, 1964-65 emphasised a
further discrepancy between the Award rate and actual payments by
drawing attention to the fact that ‘it [was] the practice of many private
3 71 C.A.R. 319, 74 C.A.R. 513 and 97 C.A.R. 713.
4 Annual Report of the Northern Territory, 1964-65, p. 54.
5 N .S .W . Industrial Gazette, vol. 155, pp. 818-19.
6 Queensland Industrial Gazette, vol. 56, pp. 683-4.
7 106 C.A.R. 1124. Commonwealth Pastoral Industry Award, 1965.
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employers to pay above the Award rates’.8 As will be seen from the
results of the survey this was true in the cattle industry. In the case of
some white employees, the ‘above Award’ payments were as high as
^18 per week, making a total cash payment of up to ^30. This practice
was also common in towns where the Awards were of more recent
determination.
Although the question of management salaries is treated in greater
detail later in the study, it is appropriate to mention here that, in the
main, they seemed inadequate. They ranged from -£25 to -£80 per week
for persons responsible for capital investment frequently in excess of
^1,000,000. The chief executive of many of the stations visited was,
accordingly, sometimes paid less than skilled labourers in Darwin,
although ‘fringe’ benefits and the provision of accommodation and food
offset the disadvantage.
The Award concerning white pastoral workers, although rarely
resorted to by either employer or employee, laid down other standards
which, if applied to Aboriginal workers, would have had considerable
impact on their standard of living. A comparison between the two sets
of conditions might place the Aborigines’ rewards for labour in better
perspective.
CONTRAST

BETWEEN
FOR

THE

WHITE

LEGAL

AND

CONDITIONS

ABORIGINAL

OF

EMPLOYMENT

WORKERS

The wage rates established under the Wards Employment Ordinance
were maximum rates which could not be varied without the prior
approval of an officer of the Welfare Branch (S38, penalty .£100). The
wages due to white workers under the Cattle Station Industry (Northern
Territory) Award, were minimum rates.9
The rates payable under the Wards Employment Ordinance (with the
exception of drovers) were approximately one-fifth of the rate payable
to whites under the Cattle Station Industry (Northern Territory) Award.
Agreements for Aboriginal ‘slow workers’ to be paid below the
prescribed rates of the Wards Employment Ordinance could have been
negotiated by a welfare officer on behalf of the ward.10 To enable a white
employee to be paid below the Award agreement had to be reached with
8 Annual Report of the Northern Territory, 1964-65, p. 54.
9 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act, 1904-1964, S. 51, Gas Employees Case
(1919), 13 C.A.R. 437, 1964.
10 Wards Employment Ordinance, 1959, S. 5 (3) (b).
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the union and approved by the Court. Failing such consensus, appeal
could be made to a magistrate or police officer.11
The Award contained a penalty rate of 12| per cent for short time
engagements and mustering.12 The Wards Employment Ordinance con
tained no such provision.
Most classifications for white workers under the Award were granted
a minimum working week of either 40 or 44 hours with provision for
overtime penalty rates.13 The Ordinance provided a general reference to
the hours of work for wards and stated that they shall be the same as for
similar callings under the Award.14 As most wards were classified as
either stockmen or general hands, and no minimum hours or compensa
tion for overtime was provided in the Award for these categories, there
was no limit to the hours or days per week which they might have been
required to work.15
The Award provided for ten additional public holidays to be granted
to white workers or, if worked, to be compensated by an additional day’s
recreation leave for each day so spent.16 The Ordinance had no such
provision.
The Award provided for three weeks annual recreation leave and two
weeks sick leave on full pay to be granted to white workers.17 The
Ordinance provided for two weeks and one week respectively.18
The Award set out a standard of food ‘to be of sufficient quantity,
sound and well cooked and properly served’ which aimed at an assured
balance in nutritional range and variety. The list contained fifty separate
items which were to be made available.19 The Regulations contained a
‘scale of food to be supplied to wards’ which embraced eighteen indivi
dual items, and specifying meat at 1 lb per day.20
Provision for accommodation provided by both the Award and the
Regulations under the Ordinance were similar. White workers, however,
were to be provided—in addition to the facilities allowed to wards—
with such comforts as ‘delf plates and mugs’ and artificial light.21
11 Cattle Station Industry (N.T.) Award (1951), 71 C.A.R. pp. 320-30, S. 10.
12 Ibid., S. 9.
13 Ibid., S. 11.
14 Wards Employment Regulations, No. 4 of 1959, S. 14.
15 See survey results below, p. 38.
16 Cattle Station Industry (N.T.) Award, S. 13.
17 Ibid., Ss. 14 and 15.
18 Wards Employment Regulations, No. 4 of 1959, Ss. 18 and 19.
19 Cattle Station Industry (N.T.) Award, S. 18.
20 Wards Employment Regulations, No. 4 of 1959, Second Schedule.
21 Cattle Station Industry (N.T.) Award, S. 17.
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The Ordinance made it an offence ‘to entice or persuade a Ward to
leave his lawful employment’ (penalty ^50).22 A white worker was not
subject to any such restrictions.
The Regulations under the Ordinance provided for the establishment
of a native camp and prohibited the entry of any persons into the area
with the exception of the owner of the station, the manager or persons
specially authorised by them or a welfare officer (penalty -£100 or
imprisonment for six months, or both).23 A white employee had no
legal limitations placed upon his social life.

22 Wards Employment Ordinance, No. 24 of 1953, S. 46.
23 Wards Employment Regulations, No. 4 of 1959, Ss. 30 and 32.
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the 19,334 Aborigines officially described in 1964 as living in the
V_^Territory, 6,499 were believed to be in pastoral or agricultural
areas, 5,979 were referred to as being ‘in contact with Missions’ and
5,540 as being ‘in contact with Government settlements and depots’.1
The term ‘pastoral or agricultural areas’ embraced persons who were
outside the scope of this study. Firstly, some account had to be made of
persons who lived in agricultural areas but who were not covered by
any award for the cattle industry. Secondly, further consideration had
to be taken of those Aborigines who resided on pastoral properties, but
who, for all practical purposes, did not come into contact with the
management or who were not thought of by the management as being
part of their potential resident labour force.
The exact number of persons in these categories was unknown.
However, Aborigines were engaged in agricultural employment in the
north of the Territory, and I was informed of several groups resident on
northern properties which virtually remained out of contact with the
homestead. For the purposes of this study I have estimated this category
to embrace some 1,000 persons, making approximately 5,500 Aborigines
in contact with pastoral employers.
From official records it was difficult to obtain a clear picture of the
structure of this work force. In 1959 the Welfare Branch of the Northern
Territory Administration reported that:
Despite the existence of statutory provisions requiring employers of wards to sub
mit employment returns . . . the response has been poor to date and it has not been
1 Annual Report of the Northern Territory, 1963-64, p. 141.
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T ab le 2: Aboriginal population Northern Territory by ‘contact' groups— 31 December
1964

Based on census figures
Contact group

At 31 Dec.
1962

In contact w ith government
settlements and depots
4,935
In contact w ith ‘rem ote’
—
governm ent settlements
In contact w ith missions
6,046
In pastoral and agricultural areas 6,530
In towns and environs (not
resident at government
687
settlements)
In towns and environs
—
At East A rm Leprosarium and
institutions in other States
123
Nom adic—not in contact w ith
missions or settlements
300
N ot recorded at ‘contact’
—
points when count made
Recorded total population
18,621
Estimated num ber not yet
included in census
50
G RAND TO TA L
18,671

At 31 Dec.
1963

At 31 Dec. 1964
B
A
6,242

5,540
—

—

5,979
6,499

6,269
5,432

820

901

—

—
5,301
6,269
5,432

_
1,842

—
146

129

129

250

200

200

19,234

400
19,573

400
19,573

100
19,334

100
19,673

100
19,673

—

A Figures include all settlements together irrespective of location.
B Figures separate settlements according to location and include Darwin and Alice Springs Town
settlements in ‘town areas’.
Source: Northern Territory Annual Report of the Welfare Branch, 1964-65, Appendix A. Explanatory
notes not included.

possible to develop any w orthwhile or reliable statistics from the meagre data
available.2

More recently, the branch reported that “it is generally estimated [that]
1,200 to 1,500’ Aborigines were employed in the pastoral industry.3
The 1963-64 Animal Report of the Northern Territory was a little more
positive in its figures and it made reference to ‘1,500 [Aborigines] . . .
employed in the pastoral industry’.4
The Report of the Welfare Branch for the same year was not as definite
as the Annual Report of the Administration, as it stated that the ‘recording
of population levels on individual pastoral properties was begun during
the year’.5
2 Annual Report o f the Welfare Branch, 1959-60, p. 21.
3 Annual Report o f the Northern Territory, 1962-63, p. 50.
4 Ibid., 1963-64, p. 63.
5 Annual Report o f the Welfare Branch, 1963-64, p. 40.
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The actual progress of this count, however, was unknown. On
checking the statistics which the Welfare Branch had compiled to present
to the Arbitration Court hearing, it was found that some of the stations
included had not been visited for the purpose of compiling population
statistics since 1958, and that of the majority of stations which had been
visited since 1960 few had provided figures in the two years prior to 1965.
Apart from a reference to the introduction of the Regulations under
the Wards Employment Ordinance in the Report of the Welfare Branch
in 1959-60, no further reference was made in these reports either to the
number of returns being received, the figures obtained therefrom, or
the number of prosecutions under the Ordinance for failure to furnish
Aboriginal employment returns.
In the absence of further evidence, it would appear that the contact
of officers of the Welfare Branch with approximately one-third of their
charges was either fairly cursory or made without the assistance of the
system so carefully laid out in the Regulations.
The 1965 Statistical Summary of the Northern Territory listed 1,558
persons, other than full-blood Aborigines, as being engaged in primary
production in the Northern Territory.6 Official figures tendered at the
Arbitration Court hearing referred to 879 in the ‘total permanent nonAboriginal workforce at the last count’.7 The 1961 Census returns
recorded 1,011 non-Aboriginal males and 87 females as being so employed
in the pastoral industry. As many persons interviewed in the Centre
mentioned the necessity to retrench white staff because of drought
conditions, it is probable that the later figure produced by the Northern
Territory Administration was more accurate. The Statistical Summary,
however, did not indicate whether it included females, who are normally
employed in a domestic capacity.
N A T U R E OF THE S T A T I O N S

The figures presented in this report are estimates based on the thirty
properties visited. These pastoralists held leases over 79,510 square miles
out of a pastoral area of 278,445 square miles in the Northern Territory.8
For the purposes of this paper this has been taken as 30 per cent of the
total pastoral area of the Northern Territory, and industry figures have
6 Northern Territory Statistical Summary, 1965, Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics,
Darwin, p. 32.
7 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, p. 13.
8 Annual Report o f the Northern Territory, 1964-65, p. 122.
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been determined on this basis; in considering these figures the purpose
o f the survey sample should be recalled.
O f the thirty stations visited, fifteen were managed by their owners
or persons having a substantial interest in the property concerned, and
fifteen were managed by persons on behalf o f companies in which the
managers apparently did not have any financial interest. Thirteen of the
thirty stations were not associated with any other holding in the Northern
Territory. As the attitudes of management might vary, dependent on
either their executive or ownership role, it was necessary for the survey
to reflect the overall distribution of ownership and management of
cattle stations in the Northern Territory. Although the original survey
structure was based on unofficial sources of information, judgment on
this matter was later verified from official sources.9
The stations we visited ranged in size from properties as small as 118
square miles or 72,520 acres to the largest single holding in the world:
8,776 square miles or 6,216,640 acres.
Only six stations reported normal rainfall. Except for the Central
Australian area this was not considered to be a factor o f great significance
in interpreting the results of the survey. Although employment figures
were reduced by drought in the Centre it was considered that conditions
in the north offset these losses. One o f the reasons for this conclusion was
that several pastoralists informed us that in the northern part of the
Territory the best seasons were experienced with slightly below average
rainfalls. This factor, combined with the inability of some stations,
because of drought, to move their cattle to eastern properties, as was
normal, would predicate a relatively high cattle population.
Drought conditions in the Centre had a bearing, no doubt, on the
attitudes of cattlemen towards the value of native labour, and possibly
influenced their anticipation o f the number needed and the cattle
carrying capacity of their properties.
The station managers informed us that they were carrying 472,400
head of cattle. Thus the total number of cattle for the Northern Territory,
based on our survey figures, would be some 1,574,000. The crude
extension of the figure relating to cattle population resulting from the
survey might be contrasted with the official estimates of cattle numbers
in the Northern Territory for 1965 of 1,049,000 head.10 There were
several reasons which might explain the divergence between the survey
results and official statistics. In many ways the taxation and bookkeeping
9 Department of Territories Press Release, 22 July 1965.
10 Annual Report of the Northern Territory, 1964-65, p. 31.
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needs of the stations were of greater importance to management than
arithmetic accuracy in the submission of official returns of cattle numbers.
Should an owner have desired to understate the numbers of cattle on a
property—if he knew them—excluding the possibility of a ‘bangtail
muster’, 11 there appeared to be little the government could do but accept
his word.
That understatement of cattle numbers was a common practice among
cattlemen was explainable by taxation procedures. Taxation was paid
on ‘natural’ increases. When a natural increase figure was required it
was calculated on the estimated cattle numbers, adjusted by an estimate
of the number of calvings and deaths. Outside of the slim possibility of
a taxation inventory of the cattle population of the property the manager’s
or owner’s calculation of the numbers had to be accepted. For taxation
purposes there was an obvious encouragement to understate these.
Even when the properties were sold it was not possible for government
authorities to obtain an accurate assessment of the cattle numbers short
of being present at a muster. The price of a property on changing hands
was based on a number of factors and normally expressed as a gross figure.
It was in the interests of both parties to place the cattle numbers as low
as possible and for the seller to take the profit out as a ‘capital gain’. This
was, of course, non-taxable. Had a realistic figure been placed on the
cattle numbers lie might have been faced with a taxation claim for the
underestimated natural increase of previous years.
Many properties had changed hands in the Territory in recent years,
and I was informed by would-be purchasers that this approach to domestic
bookkeeping was very common among sellers. In many cases private
agreement was reached between the buyer and the seller to split the
difference between the stated cattle numbers and what was found in
muster, if such was ever possible. The number of cattle that the incoming
purchaser might take onto his books for taxation purposes, of course,
depended on the advice of his accountant and not necessarily the number
that there was, in fact, on the property. This was fairly normal business
procedure, with the exception that on the Northern Territory cattle
stations it was virtually impossible to undertake an accurate inventory.
At the best all one could say about the official calculations of cattle
numbers was that they were based on fictional figures produced for
accounting purposes. Furthermore, in discussion with pastoralists and
company representatives it was noted that a common practice on com11 A ‘bangtail muster’ is a muster in which the tails of the cattle are chopped off to prevent
multiple counting.
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pany stations was for the manager purposely to understate the cattle and
calvings at hand, as it gave him a margin for lean years or for times
when extraordinary demands were made on him by distant executives.
Consequently, there were several fairly strong reasons for management
to underestimate their cattle population figures—both officially and for
internal bookkeeping purposes.
As the estimates of cattle numbers in the Northern Territory were of
significance in determining labour demand, the above relationship of
estimated cattle numbers to official records was of some importance.
Further inconsistencies appeared in official sources; government estimates
recorded the numbers of cattle in the Territory since 1955 as in Table 3.
T a b le 3: Northern Territory cattle numbers, 1955-69

Cattle regions
Year

A rnhem N .T. G ulf

Victoria

Barkly

Centre

Total
N .T.

1955
1956
1957
1958
1959
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969

157,165
164,692
170,647
187,037
192,747
199,298
220,812
204,006
215,911
193,686
208,880
206,783
210,304
201,000
179,000

258,764
263,220
359,744
343,063
344,602
330,461
348,135
334,242
338,534
332,640
317,724
311,218
304,563
331,000
347,000

276,509
305,879
345,375
368,740
327,734
313,142
343,530
339,804
367,223
381,265
385,895
398,326
436,464
425,000
440,000

276,337
294,028
300,231
353,174
273,073
246,081
204,350
176,617
165,371
160,130
136,032
134,412
154,405
173,000
219,000

968,775
1,027,819
1,175,997
1,252,014
1,138,156
1,110,520
1,116,827
1,054,669
1,096,039
1,067,721
1,048,531
1,050,739
1,105,736
1,130,000
1,185,000

Average

194,131

338,327

363,659

217,748

1,100,190

Source: Northern Territory Administration Annual Reports and Bureau of Census and Statistics;
J.H. Kelly, Beef in Northern Australia, Australian National University Press, Canberra, 1971, p. 212.

The static nature of the official estimates was probably accounted for by
the fall of some 193,000 head of cattle in the Alice Springs district.12
Whilst it was appreciated that the ten-year drought affecting the Alice
Springs area had been the worst on record, climatic conditions had not
been so disastrous elsewhere in the Territory. Indeed, given the diversity
of climatic conditions in the Northern Territory, only in abnormal
12 Annual Report of the Northern Territory, 1963-64, p. 30.
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circumstances would each regional area be found to be enjoying an
‘average’ season at the same time. In this respect the Territory as a whole
might have been considered as enjoying normal seasons.
Some account must also be taken of the gradual improvement in
properties since 1948. For example, in 1951 it was estimated that there
were 950 artificial watering places throughout the Northern Territory
and to realise the estimated carrying capacity o f the country an addi
tional 3,150 watering points were needed—or 4,100 all told.13 By 1964
4,946 bores had been sunk in the Northern Territory, of which approxi
mately 4,000 were operating in pastoral areas.14
The figures issued in relation to bores, o f course, did not include other
watering places such as earth dams. If these were included, pastoral
properties were probably approaching the optimum number of watering
places suggested in 1951. O n the basis of these facilities it was considered
that cattle-carrying capacity would be 1,650,000.15 If one added to these
factors the general buoyancy o f the cattle industry, the desire to build up
herds and the anticipation o f early sales o f properties, it is difficult to see
how the cattle industry had regressed during the seventeen years under
consideration.
Failure to concede this point must lead one to the rather less compli
mentary conclusion that grazing practices have produced a remarkable
deterioration in the ability of the pastures of the Territory to support
previous herd numbers, and that considerable public funds have been
spent on subsidising the sinking of bores which have no practical effect
on lifting the cattle-carrying capacity. J.H. Kelly seems to subscribe to
this conclusion.16
DEVELOPMENT

POTENTIAL

AND

FUTURE

DEMAND

FOR

LABOUR

The current cattle population of the Territory and the anticipated future
increase had an important bearing on the demand for labour, both black
and white. W ith this in mind, we asked about the future plans for the
13J.H. Kelly, Report on the Beef Cattle Industry in Northern Australia, Bureau of Agricultural
Economics, Canberra, 1952, p. 120.
14 Press Release, Administrator o f the Northern Territory, 30 November 1965.
15 Kelly, Report on the Beef Cattle Industry, p. 120. As no Federal taxation was paid on earnings
in the Northern Territory, little motivation would have existed for station owners to disguise
cattle numbers at that time. Few would grant that such is the case today.
16J.H. Kelly, ‘Absentee Holding o f Cattle Lands in N orthern Australia’, a paper presented
at a Symposium on the Development o f Northern Australia, University of N.S.W ., 15
February 1966, mimeo.
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respective properties. Because of the drought in the Centre we inquired
of managers and owners in the area as to what they considered would be
a reasonable cattle-carrying capacity on their properties, assuming average
seasons and prices during the coming years. Alternatively, in the north,
we asked ‘what cattle population figures arc you aiming at in the fore
seeable future?’ Given the recent developments in tropical pastures, new
meatworks and increased prices, we felt that an optimistic question was
warranted in the circumstances.
The answers to our inquiries in this respect showed an expected increase
in cattle-carrying capacity of approximately 50 per cent—or a cattle
population of 2,360,000 for the whole of the Territory. This increase in
cattle numbers was commensurate with the official estimate of planned
and possible increases, with the exception that our estimate of the total
number of cattle at the end of the year was proportionately higher than
the official calculations.
The relationship between these various figures encouraged me to
conclude that the cattle population of the Northern Territory was
higher than that normally conceded by the Administration, and that
therefore the immediate demand for labour was also proportionately
greater. Further, based on the increased cattle numbers, the optimum
cattle population would be reached sooner than officially estimated, and
this in turn would sustain greater demand for labour in the short run
than the official calculations allowed for.
CATTLE S T A T I O N L A BOU R A N D

WAGES

STRUCTURE

THE W H I T E E N V I R O N M E N T

Official sources referred to 879 whites as being employed in the pastoral
industry of the Northern Territory. Our survey showed that there were
350 persons considered as whites residing on the stations visited. Using
the simple extension of this figure, based on 30 per cent of the total
industry, there were some 1,160 whites resident on the stations. A similar
extension for employed whites provided a figure of 860, which was in
close accord with the official estimates. This, however, included some
females who might have been otherwise engaged in ‘domestic duties’
and possibly not included in the official figures. As the responsibilities of
adult women in the Northern Territory were so great that only with the
greatest disrespect could one classify them as ‘not employed’, we included
them in the work force where the white working population on any one
station was more than five.
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As we did not have powers o f inspection, figures tendered on wages
paid to white staff proved to be rather unreliable. For example, not one
manager offered to inform us o f his salary during the formal survey.
A number, however, mentioned it in casual discussions.
From later inquiries (the mail survey) it appeared that the average
wage for a manager in the industry was approximately -£1,600 per
annum, all found. Under the title of ‘all found’ many benefits accrued
to both managers and white employees. Flowever, as the responsibility of
the individuals was great, the conditions o f work exacting, and the
isolation considerable, one might expect that the ability o f the manage
ment would be roughly commensurate with the salary offered.
For example, the salary of one manager interviewed was stated by
other persons as being £1,250 per annum, or say £25 per week. This
cash figure was approximately .£10 per week less than that received by
the average skilled tradesman in Darwin for a 40 hour week. The property
concerned ran 15,000 head of cattle, and annual production was estimated
at £(150,000. As the capital value o f the property was in the region of
£(300,000, the relationship between salary and responsibility was un
realistic.
However, at the other end of the scale one person informed me that
he was paid a salary of £4,000 per annum. The property concerned
turned off beef valued at £300,000 per annum from an investment
worth, possibly, £1,250,000.
Considering the physical demands, isolation, responsibility and the
hours of work involved, however, cattle station managers on the whole
were obviously poorly paid.
The wage policy of the owners in relation to whites also had a bearing
on industrial relationships. Indeed, several persons interviewed referred
to the constant turnover o f managers on Northern Territory cattle
stations. One station visited had its fifth manager in about four years.
Undoubtedly this had an unsettling influence on white and Aboriginal
staff alike.
Several writers have commented on the generally low standard of
management of the stations, and considered that the system of absentee
landholding was primarily responsible for the difficulties.17 In addition
to this many of the persons interviewed, including some managers of
17 Kelly, Report on the Beef Cattle Industry, p. 164. See also Department of Territories, Prospects
o f Agriculture in the Northern Territory, Minister for Territories, Canberra, 1961, p. 55, and the
Northern Territory Investigation Committee Report (Payne-Fletcher Report), Government
Printer, Canberra, 1937, pp. 52-3.
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company holdings, were critical of the investment programs of their
employers. One typical comment was ‘the object [of absentee lease
holders] is to screw as much as possible out of the country and not to
put anything back in’.
On the question of management techniques and the general level of
productivity, the comment of one potential buyer of a property in the
Territory was of interest. After inspecting several properties and rejecting
the idea of purchase he said:
I’d have to get up too early in the morning. These fellows don’t grow cattle—they
simply hunt them once they have grow n up to spite the management. As the locals
are better hunters than I am, I reckon that they w ould get tw o cows for every one
I could track dow n in one muster.18

The Forster Committee in 1960 passed the following comments on
management difficulties:
[The labour position in the N orthern Territory] is very bad indeed. The climate,
particularly in the top half o f the Territory, is not a pleasant one and the isolation is
very real. There is an absence o f contact w ith any kind o f cultural organisation, and
this is a handicap discouraging young men who m ight otherwise go there.W om en
face many difficulties in the tropics, and the standard o f housing that has been avail
able has been low. Consequently, good labour is hard to obtain . . . The industry has
depended in the past almost entirely on Aboriginal labour.19

The low rates of remuneration, and the ensuing frequent turnover of
managerial staff, provided an extremely poor basis for any improvement
in the industrial conditions of Aborigines. Firstly, the poor wages paid
to managers normally indicated a fairly low educational standard, and a
rather inadequate appreciation of the complex problems which they were
facing in relation to their native staff. Secondly, it was noted that the
longer a manager had been in the Territory, the greater was his apprecia
tion of the value of Aboriginal skills and, normally, the greater was his
acceptance amongst the indigenes.
Frequent turnover of managerial staff also had an unfortunate impact
on Aboriginal conditions, as normally a new manager attempted to gain
control over cattle production before giving much attention to the
human side of his responsibilities. Often this became all-consuming, and
18 Although I do not want to suggest that rustling was common, I was informed by one
authority that it is not unusual at muster time for stations to detail ‘out-riders’. The job of
these people is to travel on the extremities of the muster to see that no ‘foreign’ camp is
moving alongside and drafting cattle driven away from the centre of the muster. For additional
criticism of open range cattle techniques see Kelly, Report on the Beef Cattle Industry, pp. 142-8.
19 Department of Territories, Prospects of Agriculture in the Northern Territory, p. 52.
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even managers of good intent left the field before having succeeded in
the rather difficult task of convincing their distant owners that the
station should spend more on their Aboriginal workers. As there were
but few stations which had taken this radical step, advocacy of the
Aboriginal cause was difficult.
Overall we found that the social and economic conditions of white
employees were fairly depressed in relation to other areas of Australia.
In some cases housing facilities for white employees, and indeed for some
owners and managers, were only slightly better than those provided for
Aborigines. Aboriginal living conditions suffered as an indirect result
of the overall standards of aspiration. An example of the attitude might
be illustrative: on questioning one employer about his adherence to the
range of foodstuffs laid down by the Welfare Branch for Aboriginal
employees, we received the reply: ‘Feed those bastards on oranges? Why,
we never see any fresh fruit ourselves, let alone give any to the blacks’
camp’. In these circumstances it would need more than human compassion
for managers to provide their employees with benefits that they them
selves did not enjoy, even though it was their obligation at law to do so.
WHI T E E MP L O Y ME N T A N D

WAGE STRUCTURE

Our survey results produced the statistics on occupation and wage
structure for Europeans shown in Table 4.
The figures in Table 4 do not set out the full conditions of employ
ment. In all cases the salary range mentioned was cash payment only.
Every station visited provided single employees with full board and
lodgings. Occasionally a station was required to provide accommodation
for the wife and family of an employee. Invariably, they also were
provided with food free of charge. Flowever, the employees involved
may have been prepared to accept a lower cash wage at the time of
negotiation than they would have otherwise demanded because of the
‘all found’ nature of their remuneration. Unfortunately no precise
figures were available.
If we leave out the category of jackeroo, which was taken as a transi
tory position for young people training for broader responsibility,20
160 persons out of a total of 733 male white employees, or only 23 per
cent, were engaged directly in cattle production. The balance of the
white work force was distributed throughout varying skilled occupations
ranging from manager through to carpenter and pilot.
20 A ‘jackeroo’ was defined in the Cattle Station Industry (N.T.) Award, S. 3 as a person
‘employed with a view to becoming an owner, overseer, manager, etc.’
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Table 4: European employment and wage structure
E stim ated
in d u stry fig u re
N o.

S alary R a n g e —
w e e k ly (all fo u n d )

5
18
4
5
3
35

17
60
12
17
10
116

8-12
8-12
16-20
16-20
8-12

30
11
13
13
3
8
3
7
4
4
19
29
28
11
2
15
5
7
3

100
38
43
43
10
27
10
23
12
12
63
97
93
37
7
50
15
23
10

25-80
20-25
22-27
20-22
N .A .
23-30
20-25
22-25
15-22
24-28
20-30
17-23
5-14
15-20
18-20
15-20
18-23
18-23
17-22

9

30

N .A .

224

743

S u rv e y
N o.
E u ro p e a n fem ales
Cook
H o u sek e ep e r
Sister
T ea ch e r
G o v ern ess
T o ta l
E u ro p e a n m ales
M a n a g er
B ookkeeper
G arag e m ech an ic
B o re m ech an ic
E n g in e er
P la n t o p e ra to r
T r u c k d riv er
C a rp e n te r
H andym an
S ad d ler
H e a d sto c k m a n
S to c k m a n
Ja c k e ro o
Cook
B o u n d a ry rid er
G en eral h a n d
S to re k ee p er
F en cer
H o rse b re ak e r
Pum per
B u tc h e r
>
P ilo t
B lack sm ith
B u ild e r
T o ta l

£

Note: N.A. = Salary range not given.
PART- ABORI GINES

The Aboriginals Ordinance o f 1918-1952 declared that certain categories
o f half-caste persons were to be subject to the control o f the Director of
Native Affairs in a similar manner to full-blood Aborigines. The halfcaste people who were to be controlled included those:
(a) living with an Aboriginal spouse;
(b) who habitually lived or associated with full-bloods;
(c) who were apparently under twenty-one years of age;
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(d) who in the opinion of the Director were incapable of managing
their own affairs;
(c) females who were living with but not married to a European.21
As has been pointed out, following agitation from the Australian
Half-Castes Association, the Administration decided to remove all
half-castes from the legislation other than those living with full-blood
Aborigines and those specifically declared by the Director of Welfare
to be in need of aid.22
In 1965 half-castes were subject to the same rights and duties as any
other Australian citizen living in the Northern Territory, including
coverage of the Award appropriate to the industry. However, as I
already stated, considerable difficulty was experienced in defining the
various gradations of colour, so that legal rights and classifications could
be ascribed to the persons involved. I have also pointed out that cattlemen
overcame this complex problem by visually grouping their work force
by the colour of the skin, a person’s background or his current affinity
with the ‘Aboriginal camp’. A corresponding grading for remuneration
was made.
O f all the complaints concerning Aboriginal labour listed by pastoralists
none—except occasionally illiteracy—were levelled against half-castes.
They were, however, frequently referred to as being more ‘cunning’ or
more ‘cheeky’ than Aborigines and as inheriting either the ‘best of both
races or the worst of both races’ depending on the employers’ recent
experiences. At no stage was it considered that racial admixture detracted
from the employees’ productive value. Verbally at least, pastoralists
seemed roughly in agreement with the official appraisal of their contri
bution to the Territory’s economy.
Because of the closer racial affinity of half-castes to whites, and the
representations of employers before the Arbitration Court that the
exclusion of Aborigines from Awards ‘had never been racial’,23 it was
of interest to see what practical administrative policies were pursued on
cattle stations in relation to part-Aboriginal workers.
Taking the above limitations into account, and endeavouring to
calculate the number of known part-Aboriginal employees, even though
some managements classified them as ‘Aboriginal’, approximately 100
21 Northern Territory, Aboriginals Ordinance, 1918-1952, S. 3.
22 Northern Standard, Darwin, 21, 28 September 1951, 11 April, 8 August 1952. Northern
Territory, Aboriginals Ordinance, 1953, S. 3.
23 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, Minutes of
Evidence, p. 65.
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such persons were resident on the properties visited. The numbers,
employment classifications and salary range were as in Table 5.
Table 5: Part-Aboriginal employment and wage structure
Adult Females

E m p lo y m e n t
D o m e stic

S u rv e y
16
S u rv ey
3

In d u stry
54
In d u stry
10

S alary ra n g e
£ 2 .0 .0 .- £ 5 .0 .0 .
per w eek

Adult Males
H e a d sto c k m a n
S to c k m a n
G e n era l h a n d
L ead in g h a n d
D rille r
M e c h an ic
B u tc h e r
D riv e r
H andym an

9
7
13

30
23
44

5-18
6-12
6-10

6

20

N o t available

35

117

Children
S ch o o l age
P re -sc h o o l age

S u rv e y
23
26
49

In d u stry
78
84
162

Total Resident Part-Aboriginal Persons
S u rv ey
100

In d u stry
334

O f these figures it is interesting to note:
(a) the relatively high percentage of head stockmen;
(b) the broadening of employment opportunity into skilled and
semi-skilled grades;
(c) an average salary range approximately two-thirds of that of
European workers with a correspondingly low average base rate;
(d) the relatively low numbers of adult females and the high per
centage of children.
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Comparative figures for the ‘Aboriginal’ population present an equal
ratio of males to females and a ratio of approximately 6 children to 9
adults24 compared with the part-Aboriginal figures of 117 adult males to
54 adult females and an equal ratio of children to adults. This would
appear to indicate:
(a) that female part-Aborigines find employment and reside outside
of the industry; or
(b) that male part-Aborigines from towns seek employment in the
industry; or
(c) that the fertility rate of part-Aboriginal workers is higher than
that of full-blood Aborigines; or
(d) that the fertility rate is assisted by ‘unions’ between full-blood
Aboriginal women and white males;
(e) that an increasing number of part-Aboriginal workers will take
full-blood wives.
Official policy also seemed to have given an ‘unfortunate’ bias to the
above statistics. Since the 1920s the part-Aboriginal population of the
Territory has been singled out as the recipient of an extended program
of assimilation aid . This has been proffered through the creation of
special schools and scholarships, preferential treatment in urban housing,
segregation of females at an early age from ‘harmful’ environmental
circumstances, etc.25
Docker pointed out in 1954 that: although the half-caste no longer [exists] . . . in
law he still [exists] . . . in fact. If the legal disabilities o f the half-caste [have] been
removed the social disabilities still [remain].26

This is still the case today. Socially and economically the half-caste
continues to exist in a world which is neither quite white nor quite black,
and in many ways he is denied the warmth and membership of either
group. Cattlemen obviously exercise a pattern of discrimination against
them both in the payment of wages and in accommodation. Except
in so far as all are friends in adversity, the full-blood groups also look
askance at the person who so often is the product of sexual promiscuity.
One person in the Territory said: ‘I suppose we will have another
24 Lancaster Jones, A Demographic Survey, p. 67.
20J.P.M. Long, ‘The Administration of Part Aborigines in the Northern Territory’, Oceania,
vol. 37, No. 3, 1967, pp. 186-201.
E.G. Docker, Native Administration in the Northern Territory’, typescript, Australian
National University, 1956, p. 524.

42

ABORIGINES

I N THE

CATTLE I N D U S TR Y

bunch of chocolate bastards after the race meeting’. This often seems to
be the case, and apparently they are treated accordingly.
Finally, some mention should be made of the apparently small number
o f half-castes who were discovered to be present in the cattle industry.
In many respects, because of sexual exploitaton, which is discussed in
more detail later in this study, the limited numbers o f offspring o f the
sexual union between the black and white groups is surprising.
Although I have already directed attention to the official practice o f
the removal o f half-caste children from the stations, frequent reference
was made during interviews with both whites and Aborigines of actions
which were taken by the Aborigines themselves to check the growth of
large half-caste groups. Many managers referred to the continuing prefer
ence of Aboriginal women to give birth to their children away from
the homestead, and invariably in bush surroundings with only one or
two Aboriginal midwives present. More than one white and several
full-blood Aboriginal males considered that in the circumstances of
isolation Aboriginal women practise infanticide if the child which is
born has ‘European’ features.
During one visit to a station in the Victoria River district my presence
coincided with the anticipated arrival o f the child o f one o f the white
stockmen. As was expected the Aboriginal mother-to-be was absent
from the camp for a period of about thirty-six hours around the time of
the anticipated birth. W hen she reappeared it was obvious that the child
had been born. The manager approached her and asked about its con
dition. She replied without any evidence of emotion or distress: ‘Oh,
him bin finish up, boss’.
It is of interest to note in this respect that Berndt discovered a high
incidence of psychological morbidity amongst cattle station Aborigines.
He believed that the oppressiveness of their circumstances had consider
able effect on their fecundity through a significant reduction in their
desire for reproduction. He claimed also that contraceptive and abortion
practices were common on the station he studied . 27
Berndt’s opinion on attitudes to morbidity was supported by inter
views with nursing sisters during the survey. One sister in particular
stated that it was the practice o f Aboriginal women to kill illegitimate
children at birth. W ithout being present at the birth it would be difficult
to say whether the child was the product o f a mixed union or one which
was fully Aboriginal.
27 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, pp. 53-4.
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Having endeavoured to differentiate ‘white’ from ‘black’, one can go on
to enumerate and discuss the structure of the work force commonly
referred to as ‘Aboriginal’. It must be recalled that the term was not
co-extensivc with ‘ward’, although most Aboriginal residents of cattle
stations have been so declared.
The Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory Administration calcu
lated that there were 1,374 male ‘Aboriginal’ employees engaged on rural
holdings in 1965.28 Rural holdings included agricultural properties and
sundry other occupations connected with the land. The rural holdings
devoted to agriculture were not as extensive as those devoted to pastoral
pursuits and were known not to contain large establishments of Abori
gines.29 However, some weight must be given to agricultural occupations
and in the absence of any other information I allocated 100 persons to
this form of occupation, leaving a net official figure of 1,274 male Abori
gines employed in the pastoral industry. The same source referred to
466 female Aborigines as being employed but added that, as there had
been no estimate made since 1961, the figure could not be taken as
accurate. The results of the survey and industry projections were as in
Table 6.
Although remuneration is referred to as having a salary range, in fact
cash payments were more consistent, being 10s. to jT 1 ‘cash a longa
pinga’ (money in the hand) per week, the balance being credited to the
employee’s account at the station store. In the more extreme cases, the
employee only received a cash allowance on special occasions—race
meetings or at Christmas. All sums mentioned included a clothing
allowance of 15s. per week.
Several features of the job classifications and salary scales call for
comment. However, before doing this, an explanation of the employ
ment categories might assist general understanding.
Head stockman. Few Aborigines had achieved this position—the most
responsible and demanding in the employee hierarchy. As will be seen
later on, this was a result of cattlemen’s reservations about the Aborigines’
concept of responsibility and problems concerning illiteracy. These,
and other factors, had an important bearing on the employer’s apprecia
tion of the employee’s reliability.
28 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, p. 14.
29 No mention of such employment is made in the Annual Report of the Welfare Branch,
1964-65.
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Table 6: Aboriginal employment and wage structure
Aboriginal Population

Resident
Previous years
Employed
Previous years
Children
Pensioners

Survey

Estimate of industry

1,647
1,766
650
710

5,490
5,890
2,167
2,310

463
112

1,543
374
Employed Females

Salary range
£

Housekeeper
Domestics

I

2
202

7

2.15.0.-3.0.0.

673

1.5.3.—
3.15.3.

Employed Males

Head stockman
Leading hand
Stockman
Cowboy
Garage mechanic’s
offsider
Bore mechanic’s
offsider
Driver
Gardener
Pumper
Woodcutter
General hand
Yard builder
Youth
Slow worker
Handyman
Boundary rider
Butcher
'i
Cook
Bore man
Fencer’s offsider J

i

Total

2
16
289
3
7

7
53
963
10
23

5.0.0.-11.15.0.
5.0.0.-10.0.0.
3.3.3.-8.0.0.
3.3.3.-4.0.0.
4.0.0.-7.0.0.

4

13

Not available

3
34
19
9
30
4
5
12
2
3

10
113
63
30
100
13
16
40
6
10

6.0.0.-10.0.0.
3.3.3.-4.0.0.
3.3.3.-5.5.0.
3.3.3.-5.0.0.
3.3.3.—
5.0.0.
3.3.3.-8.0.0.
10.0.-3.0.0.
2.8.3.
Not available
3.0.0.-4.0.0.

17

Not available

•
446

1,487
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Leading hand. A reasonable number of Aboriginal employees were
classified as leading hands. This position appeared to be intermediate
between that of head stockman and stockman, the first being reserved for
either part-Aboriginal or white employees. These individuals were paid
more than the ordinary Aboriginal stockman. In the sense it is used here,
a leading hand was normally the person who was considered the ‘head
boy . He received the orders from the manager or the head stockman or,
as was the case in many situations, he actually performed the duties
of head stockman, but was only awarded the title o f leading hand or
head boy . Occasionally the privilege o f being ascribed any title was
withheld and the persons bearing the responsibility o f intermediary
between the white and black camp were simply listed as stockmen,
although possibly paid at a higher rate than the rest of the employees.
Invariably the person referred to as ‘head boy’ or ‘leading hand’ had a
little more advanced grasp of English and in fact acted as interpreter for
his less fortunate fellow workers. Often he had a rudimentary formal
education and his ability to count was recognised by his employer. These
characteristics undoubtedly increased his usefulness. Often the ‘head boy’
was the best stockman, but the two were not necessarily the same.
Occasionally he had gained primacy because o f tribal considerations, but
this was rare. Tribal leadership was normally related to age, and, as
advanced years adversely affected performance in the field, this aspect
was of decreasing importance.
Stockman. This person was the main employee in the industry: without
him there was no production. I have already made reference to the fact
that only about 23 per cent of white workers were engaged in working
with cattle. Some 68 per cent o f the Aborigines were so engaged. How
ever, if we added this number and the number of persons listed as general
hands, many of whom were stockmen for most o f the time, 76 per cent
ot the Aboriginal male work force was directly engaged in cattle pro
duction. That the role of stockman involved a reasonable degree o f skill
was recognised by Commissioner Portus in the 1952 hearing into the
Cattle Industry (Northern Territory) Award. This has been referred to
above. That Aborigines exercise this skill at a level as high, if not higher,
than white workers may be assessed from the results o f our inquiry into
this aspect o f cattle operations.
Cowboy. Contrary to the impressions instilled by ‘western’ movies, this
category o f worker was probably the least glamorous in the industry.
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NORTHERN AUSTRALIA
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Map 3. Northern Australia, rural population, 1966 Census.

It was often the last resort for persons who had been tried on other tasks
and found wanting. The position was equivalent to that of cow-herd.
Garage mechanic’s offsider. Although this category appeared to indicate
some degree of assimilation and exposure to Western technology, on
closer examination this position was more akin to that of the traditional
industrial ‘grease monkey’. In the main the post entailed sweeping up,
washing down dirty parts or acting as additional weight when tightening
nuts. Occasionally Aborigines had made reasonable progress and had
picked up some simple automotive skills. In several cases we heard
glowing references to the mechanical ability of a few individuals. How
ever, one mechanic answered our question concerning the progress of
his Aboriginal assistant in the following way:
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51,548
.3327
Cairns<

24,312
16,760

34,800

Longreach

13,650

H{ow can he possibly go anywhere when he hasn’t got a clue what a three-eighths
bcolt is? Although he is willing and shows reasonable aptitude, he’s illiterate. Because
otf this I can never let him do anything very complicated and as a result he never learns
amything new.

O n the other hand some full-blood Aborigines were known to have
accquired a high level of technical skill and might have been considered
‘sr,elf starters’ in technical matters. In these cases it was noted that their
hiigh degree of initiative had practical limits in the absence of training
aind theoretical knowledge. During the survey the existence of a number
olf independent Aboriginal contractors and work crews was noted.
Biore mechanics offsider. Although this post required less skill but more
birawn than the previous position, the above comments arc valid here as
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well. There were, however, few openings as the number of properties
employing persons on bore work alone was limited.
Bore mechanic. On two stations it was noted that completely Aboriginal
bore crews operated. Whereas the role of offsider to a bore mechanic
was one demanding little sophistication, the successful extraction and
replacement of faulty bore casing was a highly skilled operation. Con
siderable expense and inconvenience arose if the bore casing or tools
were lost down the hole during the operation. The development of
responsibility and skill in this exacting, if repetitive, task was never
rewarded either by acknowledgment of the Aborigines’ role or through
monetary reward.
Driver. The position of driver illustrates some interesting problems.
Although the posts available were limited, it was advantageous for all
station hands to be able to drive. Because of literacy problems the number
of Aborigines who had drivers’ licences was small. However, there was
no need for licences on pastoral properties and a greater number drove
than those who were formally licensed to do so.30 Cattlemen’s attitudes
to Aboriginal drivers seemed to be either strongly condemnatory, in
which case they would not let them handle vehicles, or selectively
encouraging. Those who had drivers on their staff were normally pleased
with them. Those who would not let them handle vehicles had often had
some unfortunate experience in which the native worker had failed to
exercise normal precautions in relation to the equipment. A common
complaint was that they had frequently run out of petrol, put water in
the motor instead of oil, failed to check the radiator, etc. One manager
summed it up by saying ‘that they think a car is the same as a horse. All
you have to do is simply jump on and go’. All police authorities, and
one judge we spoke to, regarded Aboriginal drivers highly. Most cattle
men who allowed selected individuals to drive, praised their handling ol
the equipment. It is possible, however, that those managements allowing
Aborigines to drive vehicles were more sympathetically disposed towards
their native staff and consequently less critical of the processes of adjust
ment of illiterates to a fairly complex mechanical situation. Obviously
the privilege of driving station vehicles was regarded as a status symbol.
Indeed this fact, together with increasing Aboriginal ownership of
automobiles, opens up the possibility of conquering geographical
immobility. This would appear to be one of the fruitful directions along
which assimilation policy could travel.
30 Separate figures for licensed Aboriginal drivers were not available.
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Although on the surface the possession of consumer durables by
impoverished rural workers might appear to be an extravagance, their
benefit in the processes of practical educational experiences and their
contribution to broadening social and economic horizons cannot be
underestimated. ^Minist working with immigrant Mexican labour in the
United States I noticed that their first purchases always included an
automobile and a television set. These items were frequently bought
before provision had even been made for their families in the way o f
food or clothing. Reference to this ‘extravagance’ was often used by
l anchers to demonstrate the immigrants apparent lack o f sophistication.
On reflection, however, it would seem as though the possession of these
two items in the circumstances of migratory labour provides a consider
able buffer to the exigencies o f their environment. The automobile
releases the worker from the containment o f any work situation and the
television set allows him to escape from the oppression of his enforced
poverty.
It was also noticed that both in the United States and north Australia
the radio was serving a similar purpose. The contribution of audio
visual devices to the elevation o f illiterate groups needs little amplification.
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Gardener. A substantial number of Aborigines were employed as gar
deners. In many cases the title was a euphemism. As there was no yearround water supply on most properties, few had well-developed vegetable
gardens. Most gardens were confined to the immediate vicinity of the
homestead, and were limited to decorative and shady trees. As a conse
quence gardening meant simply watering and weeding. Because of this
the post was normally the preserve of the elderly or of people who were
considered unemployable elsewhere. In many cases the occupant of the
position was considered an industrial pensioner having either been
injured at work or having passed his prime for more arduous tasks. It was
noted that some companies created sinecures for faithful white servants;
Aborigines were frequently treated in the same way although in their
case management motivation was often conditioned by a desire to keep
family units together as a source of future labour.
Pumper. A pumper was normally a person who resided at distant bores
to ensure that the water level in troughs and dams was maintained. His
duties consisted of keeping up the oil level of the engine and stopping
and restarting it when necessary. The job presupposed a limited technical
knowledge although few workers were expected to carry out repairs
on the equipment. There was a degree of responsibility, however, as the
lives of the cattle depended on the bore in his care. If any problem arose
with the equipment, he had to exercise sufficient initiative to contact the
management or make running repairs. Indeed, it was not uncommon for
cattlemen to leave stock of a value of -^20,000-^30,000 in the hands
of Aborigines who might in other circumstances be described as un
reliable.
The unique combination of isolation and initiative which was present
in the appointment of Aborigines to the position of pumper seemed to
run counter to the many allegations of the unreliability of the native
work force.
The continued occupation of these posts by Aborigines, combined
with the generally low appreciation of their mechanical aptitude by the
majority of employers, strikes one as being contradictory in nature.
When put to the test, and the area of responsibility clearly defined, it
would seem as though fairly unsophisticated and illiterate employees
were able to satisfy even the most exacting masters. Possibly the isolation
of most pumps with Aboriginal attendants made management’s adjust
ment to the situation a prime requisite for the appointment. Few, if any,
whites welcomed the task.
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The pump sites visited during the survey were occasionally up to 100
miles from the homestead and frequently more than 30 miles from the
nearest habitation. The pumper’s accommodation, invariably with his
family, or at least a wife, was a corrugated iron shed, without lining or
flooring. This he shared with the diesel motor which operated most of
the time—its steady chugging sending up oil fumes and rattling the loose
sheets of iron in a continuous quiver.
In the summer the end of the shed, where the belt delivered the drive
to the motor, was kept open. However, during the winter the gap was
stopped up with scrap material leaving only a small hole for the belt to
poke through. With the hinged corrugated iron ‘windows’ firmly
clamped shut, the atmosphere inside might have been warm but was
obviously toxic.
Food was delivered to these locations about once a week. As the
supervisor of the pumping operations on the stations normally made a
circuit of pump sites, being away from the homestead for several days,
the fare delivered to the pumper consisted of salt beef, flour, sugar and
tea; fresh beef was a rarity.
Only in a few locations did I witness any attempts to provide pumpers
with the simple civilised comforts of even a bed or a chair. Rest was taken
during the day sitting on the top of an upturned oil drum. At night the
employee would sleep either on two hessian bags slung between saplings
or on the ground on a swag or ground sheet.
The obvious ability of Aborigines to master the mechanics of pumps,
and the carefully monitored responsibility for this facet of the station’s
operations, was demonstrated on one of the largest properties visited.
Following an inspection of the Aboriginal camp the manager pointed
out to me a pump which he had installed solely for supplying water to
the camp. He shook his head somewhat in amazement and said:
You know that bloody pump has been working continuously now for five years and
has never missed a beat. Somehow they just keep the damned thing going. But if you
send them out on the run to bring in a mob of cattle they will ride straight past a
pump that they know should be working, and will never try and do a damn thing
about it. W hat is worse, they will come back home and never let on that there is
something wrong for fear that I will send them out to fix it.

When necessary it seemed as though both management and Aboriginal
staff had the ability to adjust, and the cultural gap was pushed aside for
common survival. Co-operation, however, seemed limited to the
accomplishment of those things which had to be done, and went no
further.
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Butcher and cook. Few employees were in these categories as very often
different employees would take turns in carrying out the tasks. For
reasons of hygiene the white management usually insisted on butchering
its own beef. The position in the Northern Territory was different from
that in Queensland where most properties employing Aborigines had
at least one indigene reasonably proficient in the butchering trade.
Yard builder. Few stations employed yard builders solely on this task.
However, there are contract teams of Aboriginal yard builders in the
Northern Territory. As most employees lacked measurement knowledge,
employers complained that their work was not as good as that which
was executed under white supervision. However, many of the yards
constructed by Aborigines were noted to be both functional and sturdily
built.
F encers offsidcr and boundary rider. These two categories were similar in
responsibility and had the object of maintaining the fences in a strong
state. Given the size o f northern properties this was no mean task. Many
employees listed as stockmen and general hands were also called upon to
do this work. The erection o f a sound fence presupposed a limited mastery
of certain technological skills. It necessitated knowledge of the use of
wire strainers and snips as well as manual dexterity. It was also an advant
age to have a knowledge o f mensuration as one had to be able to string
the wires evenly along a great number of posts over undulating country
side. The development o f ‘blackfella proof’ systems for this work made
an interesting commentary of the problems faced by illiterates in approach
ing even the most simple mechanical tasks. Indeed, on hearing this
story, I could not help thinking of certain difficulties experienced by
manual arts teachers when endeavouring to combine manual dexterity
and formal geometric education in the young.
A ‘blackfella proof’ system was described to us in this way:
If you want a selection of posts five feet long do not try and explain it to an Aborigine.
Cut one post a foot longer than what you want, but of the right thickness, and then
ask him to bring you back posts similar to the sample. You should then have a worker
at the camp whose job it is to cut the posts to size, alongside another sample. When
boring the holes for the wires do not ask an Aborigine to push holes through with
a drill every eighteen inches, but give him a board as a guide with three holes drilled
in it and let him go ahead on this basis. Only in this way will you be assured of getting
a fence which does not look too much like a dog’s hind leg.

Improvisation by management in this way was not particularly
common. There was a tendency for employers to assume that the tech-
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nology they had inherited was immediately transferred to their Abori
ginal staff. However, in all but a few cases, they had never extended to
them the education, literacy and training that they themselves had
obtained, and which is a vital part of industrial orientation. However,
when the gap was recognised a practical response to the problem in a
manner similar to that outlined above was bound to raise productivity
not only with illiterate Aborigines but also with unskilled and inex
perienced whites.
Quite frequently, it appeared, it was not the Aborigines’ fault that
the standard of endeavour had not come up to expectation, but the
failure of the employer to equip him properly for the task at hand.
Youth. The Wards Employment Ordinance precluded the employment
of wards under the age of fourteen years. It was customary, however,
on properties without schools for persons under this age to ‘help out’.
Their duties ranged from opening and shutting gates, lighting camp
fires and, depending on age and strength, they were even assigned to
tailing horses, heating branding irons and droving. As only a small
percentage of the properties visited had schools, child labour seemed to
be an important aspect of operations.
Slow worker. The Wards Employment Ordinance allowed for the de
claration of certain individuals as slow workers on agreement with
a welfare officer and the payment of a lower rate. We only met one
reference to this type of employee, but were unable to determine whether
the employees concerned were formally declared slow workers or were
receiving their lower rate simply by the decision of the management.
Domestic. Domestics had a wide variety of duties around the homestead.
However, as many of the posts are interchangeable clear delineation was
difficult. Consequently, I have simply referred to most female homestead
employees as domestics.
As with other categories, the pattern of work and the skill and relia
bility of the employees varied considerably. However, as much as these
factors varied so too did the attitudes of the European women towards
the Aboriginal domestic help. In many cases one found Aboriginal staff
preparing meals and waiting on table in a faultless fashion. In other
cases they went about their duties in a slovenly and indifferent manner.
Obviously training and motivation had much to do with employees’
attitudes. They were also considerably conditioned by the employers’
own standards and attitudes to their work forces. Many properties, since
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they provided only substandard accommodation for both white staff, as
well as the Aborigines, were hardly conducive to a high level of efficiency
or the application of sophisticated policies towards the integration of the
native work force. Combined with poor managerial salaries the industry
appeared to operate at a very low level of expectation, both in human
relations and animal husbandry techniques.
The cultural and social gap between the homestead and the Aboriginal
camp seemed to complete the cycle of restraint which neither party
was prepared to breach.
One station manager’s wife made an unwitting reference to this when
she said that she could not understand how her girls, so reliable in the
homestead kitchen, could readily return to the filth and the lackadaisical
ways of the camp where no water or kitchens were installed. Indeed, it
appeared that little thought had even been given by the management
throughout their entire operation to insisting on the maintenance of
equal standards of hygiene. Where native habits were likely to impinge
on white comfort, appropriate reactions were quickly taught. Where
Aborigines were the only ones who suffered by neglect, no action was
taken.
However, in the process strange relationships often came to light.
Standing on the verandah of the staff quarters of a large property after
inspecting their expensive modern kitchen in which full-blood Aboriginal
women worked with advanced equipment—baking bread, mixing
cakes, producing food to the satisfaction of all—I recall seeing the same
employees at the rotary clothes hoist immediately outside the kitchen
take clothes from the line and drop the pegs into the mud, trampling
them under foot as they went. The cook at the station did not see the
laundry activity as his domain and had no reason to insist on the same
standards as applied in the kitchen.
COMMENT

O N THE GENER AL ST A T IS T I C S

The extended results of our survey produced a figure for the total Abori
ginal population resident on pastoral properties which was close to the
estimates of the Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory Administra
tion. This seemed to add support to the projections of cattle numbers
and to confirm the balanced nature of the sample group.
The total numbers of persons employed, however, varied slightly
from official estimates. The figures relating to females employed were
issued by the department four years previously and were consequently
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out of date. However, that fact could not have accounted for the
difference of 45 per cent. It was interesting to note that the estimates of
Aboriginal males employed did not vary to the same degree, there being
a difference of only 8 per cent to 10 per cent, depending on the numbers
ascribed to employment in the agricultural industry.
That there could have been other reasons for the discrepancy became
evident in the section devoted to social services and subsidies (pp. 83,
91, 97). In that section the basis on which allowances were paid for certain
Aboriginal residents on pastoral properties was examined. As the sums
paid under this head were quite substantial, there appeared to be an
open encouragement for managements to over-estimate the number of
unemployed Aborigines as far as official returns were concerned.
The relationship of children to adults in the figures taken out by me
gave support to the work done by Miss B.H. Watts of the Education
Department in the University of Queensland in the Watts-Gallaghcr
report on education in the Northern Territory.
Increasing numbers of parents who find employment off the settlement^] [were]
tending to place their children in the care of relatives remaining on the settlement so
that the children might not suffer interruption to their schooling . . . When we
[examined the situation] in relation to children under 16 years we [found] . . . this age
group [on selected settlements constituted] 50% or more of the total population. ,.31

Comment should also be directed to the fact that, by deducting the
numbers of children and pensioners from the total population, there
was a surplus of 1,406 adults resident on the stations who were not
apparently engaged in production. This number was made up of 1,108
females and 298 males. The figure, however, should be considered in
light of the practice of pastoral managements to use the Aboriginal
camps as a pool of readily available labour, changing their recruitment
practices as the work load on the properties fluctuated. The deliberate
understatement of the number of Aborigines employed by managements,
as witnessed by Berndt, must also be recalled when endeavouring to
appraise the influence of this group on the station economies.32
Looking at the overall balance of ‘productive’ workers to resident
population, little support could be given to the constant criticism of
many cattle station managers that ‘it is not the workers we mind so
much but it is all the “hangers-on” that we have to look after’.
31 B.H. Watts and J.D. Gallagher, Report on an Investigation into the Curriculum and Teaching
Methods Used in Aboriginal Schools in the Northern Territory, Department of Territories,
Darwin, 1964, p. 6.
32 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, pp. 57-60.
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As 40 per cent of the Aboriginal residents of Northern Territory
cattle stations were employed, and this approximated the level of employ
ment in the broader Australian community,33 little support can be given
to the pastoralists’ criticism of their native work force in this way.
Indeed, as the conditions of employment offered by the cattle stations
were substandard in European Australian terms, it could not have been
considered an imposition for them to offer greater benefits to the families
of employees than in fact they were prepared to provide.

33 Commonwealth of Australia, Yearbook 1968, No. 54, p. 1154.
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S U I T A B I L I T Y OF
ABORIGINAL LABOUR

yA report of the Arbitration Commission hearing on equal wages for
T L Aborigines described the approach by the employers’ advocate as
follows:
What he did . . . was to present the Commission with views and opinions of anthro
pologists, of the Federal Government, of missionaries, of doctors, of pastoralists,
which together added up to a picture in which the bulk of Aborigines in the North
were not equipped for or disposed to working to the level of a member of the white
community ’. 1

It was with the idea of obtaining an objective view of the value of
Aboriginal labour to the cattle industry of the Northern Territory that
our questionnaire was designed. The answers can be used to test the
validity of the views of the employers, as presented to the Commission,
from the experience of the people who were actively employing and
utilising the labour referred to but who were not subject to the selective
procedures of courtroom practice.
The suitability of Aboriginal labour was investigated through the
administration ol a senes of formal questions. As mentioned previously
these were designed more to give direction to our inquiries than to limit
discussion by placing artificial restraints on replies.
Not all employers were consistent in their replies. Answers to the
first series of questions were often later contradicted. Initial general
impressions were occasionally changed to directly opposite attitudes as
discussion expanded and individual cases were discussed.
1 Brian Johns, ‘Beyond Kaluinburu’, Bulletin, Sydney, 21 August 1965, pp. 17-18.
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For example, one cattleman was asked his impression of Aboriginal
workers and his immediate reaction was that ‘they’re a bunch of
“no-hopers” Later on in the discussions we asked him how many of his
employees were worth an Award wage, and he replied ‘the lot’. When
questioned a little more deeply, and asked why he had given this answer
in view of his earlier statement, he said that he considered that his Abori
ginal workers were worth the Award because ‘they work hard’. The
first response, accordingly, seemed to be the result of the initial gruffness
cattlemen frequently extend to strangers.
I have purposely singled out this case to emphasise the uncertainty of
some of the replies. Apart from the fact that there appeared to be almost
two aspects of each reply received—one in support of Aboriginal labour
and one against—there was an ever-present overtone of opinion almost
amounting to folklore. The concept that ‘this is their country and some
thing more ought to be done to help them’ usually conditioned a cattle
man’s reply to our inquiries. Regardless of how harshly an employer
desired to portray himself, there appeared to be in most cases a deep
concern for the future of the Aboriginal race, in particular his employees.
Only on two occasions did we experience the callousness, noted by
Berndt, in which he mentioned that some managements expressed either
‘indifference or positive pleasure at the thought of [the Aborigines’]
ultimate extinction’ . 2
Aborigines have been part of the industrial labour force of the Northern
Territory for over a century, and have also been one of its most colourful
social groups. Because of this, it was difficult clearly to separate an em
ployer’s opinion of the economic value of his labour force from the
multitude of other factors which conditioned his opinion of his workers
as ‘desirable employees’. Because of this we were forced to rely on some
replies which were generalisations and conditioned by factors which
were external to the problem at hand.
For example, one employer was highly critical of Aboriginal labour,
not because of its ability, but because of a fight which had developed on
his property some years previously. His answer to the question con
cerning productivity was conditioned by his thoughts that ‘they were
not worth the trouble’. Consequently a problem of social discipline was
superimposed on a question demanding appraisal in economic terms.
Whilst on the question of social environment, the general picture
concerning political activity on Aboriginal problems, Australia’s affinity
2 Berndt, ‘A N o rth ern T erritory P roblem ’, p. 66.
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with the United States, and the impact of mass media cannot be over
looked.
If Texan hats and shoes were fashionable how did other ‘American
isms’ condition the mind and, as a consequence, affect the answers to
our questions? For the first time in my travels in Australia I heard the
common use of derisive expressions such as ‘niggers’ and ‘coons’.
Because of this I cannot help feeling that some of the replies simply
displayed a person’s concept of race theory and were unrelated to the
problem at hand.
‘Suitability’J oy th e Arbitration System. Before proceeding to present tabu
lation of the replies received from pastoral employers concerning the
value of their Aboriginal labour force, it might be of assistance to dis
tinguish the principles of wage fixation which form the basis of industrial
practice in Australia.
The development of Commonwealth arbitration law in this respect
is normally traced back to the Harvester Judgement, 3 in which the court
laid down the first ‘basic wage’.4 In this case the foundation of wage
determination was accepted as being that any wage paid to an employee
was to be ‘fair and reasonable’ and that this meant sufficient to cover the
‘normal needs of the average employee, regarded as a human being living
in a civilised community’.
Although litigation over the years has considerably refined this
principle, it was restated in the Commonwealth Arbitration and Con
ciliation Act in 1949 in the following way:
the basic wage for adult males [is to be] . . . that wage . . . which is just and reasonable
for an adult male, without regard to any circumstances pertaining to the work upon
which or the industry in which, he is employed . . . .5

Earlier the Arbitration Court considered the principles involved and
stated:
the basic wage is the amount which the Court awards to an adult male worker, con
sidered apart from the particular industry in which he works, requiring and displaying
nothing in the nature of experience or skill, sufficient to warrant any additional
recompense, and enduring no particular conditions which in the eyes of the wage
fixing authority would call for some special compensation . . . . 6
3 2 C.A.R. 1 ex parle H.V. McKay (1907).
4 C.P. Mills, Nolan and Cohen’s Federal Industrial Laws, 3rd ed., Butterworth, Sydney, 1963,
p. 193.
5 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act, 1904-1961, S. 33.
6 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, in re Metal Trades Award,
29 July 1948; unreported, quoted in Mills, Federal Industrial Laws, p. 192.
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Consequently, the court had ruled that the wage determined in those
circumstances was to be the minimum wage payable—regardless of the
industry in which the employee worked, or his ability or skill. The
question was one ‘of social justice’ in the first place, and then an appraisal
of the skill, experience or onerousness of the job leading to the deter
mination of the total minimum wage.
As we have seen, Aborigines by an inexplicable decision had been
kept outside the Arbitration system at least since 1951 and there was no
genuine attempt to appraise their individual skills.
By a similar omission the ‘basic wage’ by which they might have
been covered was approximately two-thirds of the weekly legal minimum
rates applicable to other Australians. This was the Award rate in the
Cattle Station Industry (Northern Territory) Award which at the time
of the study was eleven years behind other awards.
It should also be borne in mind that when there is reference to such
factors as productivity and skill we are discussing a situation which fell
outside the principles of basic labour rate fixation. Skill and productivity,
however, were considerations by which Aborigines were to be judged
as worthy or not worthy of the basic wage. For Australians of European
ancestry it was their inalienable right as members of the work force. The
ready accommodation of numerous persons of varying social, racial and
educational backgrounds into the work force since World War II, and
the extension to them of the standards and protection enjoyed by all
other Australians, indicated that questions of productivity and skill
were of little importance in the first determination of the ‘just wage’
although they might have effectively prevented the elevation of the
individual to the category in which additional margins were payable.
THE

DIALECTICAL

CONSIDERATIONS

The replies to our questions were abstracted from discussion which often
lasted for many hours. However, each individual’s views have been
abbreviated to enable the essence of their replies to be compared with
the thoughts of others. All three interviewers independently appraised
the answers and agreed with the abstractions and their enumeration.
However, it could be argued that by abstracting in this way, the answers
have been oversimplified to the point where they arc meaningless. Where
individual replies contained a number of separate and distinguishable
terms they were abstracted and included in the tabulation.
Thus, to enable balance to be brought back to these views, an endca-
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vour should be made to explain the dialectic of the individual replies.
(1) In the pastfive years have you tended to employ more whites?
More
9
Fewer
9
Same number
12
The answer to this question reflected, in part, the varying pattern of
development of; the cattle industry in the Northern Territory. Whilst
the Top End was expanding, the Centre had cut back production because
of the drought.
However, it was of interest to note that although the overall carrying
capacity was rising it did not appear as though there was a proportionate
increase in the demand for white labour.
Given the comparative wage levels—between white and black—
increases in production tended to be brought about by the application
of a higher percentage of Aboriginal labour than white. Employers
showed this intention by their concern over the shortage of Aboriginal
labour in the north-west areas of the Territory,7 and through statements
made in connection with the Forster Committee Report in I960.8 An
indication of employers’ preference for increased European labour in
these circumstances would have required a larger number of replies
favouring the displacement of Aborigines.
Whilst cattle management techniques in the Northern Territory
remained unchanged, the indigenous skills and endurance displayed by
Aboriginal workmen had considerable advantage over those of the more
sophisticated training of European workers. The open range method of
cattle grazing was still the dominant form of pastoral activity. This
required the application of local knowledge and a way of life passed in
what are often gruelling climatic conditions.
Regardless of the preference of management for either black or white
workers, the introduction of European workers demanded an increase
in investment in facilities not always commensurate with the returns
involved. One famous property in the Territory had increased its staff
amenities to a stage where management could make a decision whether
to employ either Aborigines or Europeans, and had reduced the numbers
ot Aborigines employed by one-third. Turnoff, however, remained
below that which was achieved by the previous owners who operated
the station almost entirely on Aboriginal labour.9
7Annual Report o f the Welfare Branch, 1963-64, p. 83.
8 Department of Territories, Prospects o f Agriculture in the Northern Territory, p. 52.
9 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, p. 654, where
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Although a decision by management to change over to white em
ployees might have increased the flexibility o f the work force, it did not
necessarily increase cattle turnoff. Regardless o f investment, cattle still
had to be handled physically. Equipment did not replace the necessity for
contact between the employee and the herd, and, except in certain special
circumstances, property improvement actually increased the demands on
field labour. This was brought about by an increased investment in
improving herd quality and the need to control joining and turnoff to
reach revenue projections.
Indeed, in most cases it would appear that additional investment
brought with it increased responsibilities for both labour and manage
ment, and that the special skills which were the prerogative of whites,
because of literacy and other factors were only a partial solution to
increased production. The necessity for balance in the work force was
evident from the following circular issued by the office of the inspector
of a substantial pastoral group; this group had been engaged in a property
development program in north Australia of some magnitude for over
two decades.
‘C IR C U L A R 10
LABOUR
As a matter of interest, herewith is the composition of the work force
on the various properties as at the end of October together with a com
parison of labour this time last year.
1965
1964
Property
W hite
Native
W hite
Native
0/
/o
%
%
%
A
52
48
57
43
—
—
B
100
100
C
48
56
52
44
D
58
42
32
68
E
34
63
37
66
F
55
45
45
55
G
14
83
86
17
H
5
86
14
95
—
—
I
100
100
28
32
All stations percentage
72
68
(134)
(64)
Numbers
(139)
(55)
the new
the Beef
Sydney,
10 Letter

proprietors optimistically hope for 8,000-10,000 turnoff. See also Kelly, Report on
Cattle Industry, pp. 141-2 and Struggle for the North, Australasian Book Society,
1966, p. 25. Confirmed in private discussions 13 November 1967.
from major pastoral company on private file, 23 September 1965.
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For some time past it has been apparent that there has been a gradual
decline in the native work force for reasons which are possibly too
complex for simple conclusions to be drawn.
Whatever the reasons, some of the properties can and do still employ a
significant proportion of native labour, while it is known that other
properties outside the Group employ native labour to a larger extent
than we do.
Although total numbers in the work force in the Group of Companies
remain substantially the same as for this time last year, our native labour
is down by 12% of the total.11 In addition to this, there is ample evidence
which points to a greater turnover of total labour.
Both these factors are detrimental
(a) to wage costs,
and (b) to efficiency.
This circular is intended to direct the attention of managers to the
obvious need to stabilize, as far as possible, the work force of experienced
station hands and also to attempt, where possible, to redress the imbalance
between white and native labour. Your comments on this problem would
be appreciated.’
The normal adjustment brought about by increased production was
to spread the available skilled labour over a wider range of activities;
additional Aboriginal labour under white supervision was then added.
There was occasionally an upward shift of Aboriginal work responsi
bility, but this was infrequent. On smaller stations, particularly, managers
tended to elevate individual Aboriginal workers to semi-managerial
positions by ascribing a distinctive title—‘camp boss’, ‘leading hand’, etc.
This rarely occurred on the larger properties. On these, the racial division
was more pronounced.
It should also be noted that elevation in title and status of members
of the Aboriginal work force was rarely joined with a proportionate
increase in salary. However, other rewards in the form of responsibility
for drawing of supplies from the store, for the cattle camp, or the appor
tioning of beef in which the individual concerned could favour himself
with better cuts or quantities provided at least partial compensation for
the increased responsibilities.
There were several ways by which cattle stations might have overcome
the increased need for labour. In the main this was done by recruiting
additional native workers and not by increasing the number of white
11 The original letter reads ‘9 % ’. As this is an arithmetic error the percentage has been changed.
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employees. Uncertainty of seasons, unreliability of white workers and
their comparative geographic mobility were factors in the decision
making of station managers.
The section of our questionnaire in which we asked the reasons for
employing more or fewer Aborigines did not produce any clear trends.
Eight stations reported less demand for white labour (and black) because
of the drought. Four stations stated that they were employing more
whites because they were developing their particular property. They did
not refer so much to increases in cattle numbers as to increased capital
investment in plant, equipment, pastures, buildings, etc. Such develop
ment increased the demand for skilled and semi-skilled tradesmen,
virtually excluding Aboriginal applicants, but it did not decrease the
number of persons who ‘work’ the herd.
One person summed the situation up by saying:
My boss wants to press on with a program o f pasture improvement. The Abos
wouldn’t have a clue what we would be talking about.

(2) Can you get sufficient white labour ?
Yes
15
No
9
No comment
6
The general impression was that sufficient white labour could have
been recruited. There were, however, reservations about its suitability.
A strong preference was displayed for recruitment of persons from outside
the Territory. Indeed, many of the comments on the suitability of local
European labour contained similar remarks to those given to our inquiries
concerning Aboriginal labour. Laziness, lack of skill and drunkenness
were all features attributed to whites who might have been recruited
locally.
Some employers were conscious of the fact that they had been able
to recruit labour in the past from southern areas, primarily because their
requirements were small. They were also ready to point out that, if
there was a large increase in their need to recruit white labour, their usual
sources would not have been sufficient.
Other employers mentioned the associated recruitment costs of travel
and improvement of residential facilities which militated against engaging
additional white labour.
(3) Can you get sufficient suitable Aboriginal labour?
Yes
22
No
8
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There was an overwhelming answer in the affirmative. People
answering in the negative, although recognising the availability of
Aboriginal labour, did not consider it suitable for many reasons. The large
number of stations which reported an adequate supply of suitable
Aboriginal labour might be compared with the figures referring to the
productivity of Aboriginal labour in questions 5 and 6.
(4) If you could get sufficient suitable white labour would you replace your
Aboriginal labour?
Wholly
0
Partially
17
Not at all
10
No answer
3
The answers to this question displayed the inconsistency of many of
the managers’ attitudes towards Aboriginal labour. If seventeen station
managers replied that they would replace their Aboriginal labour partially
if they could get suitable white labour, and fourteen stated that they
could get suitable white labour, why did they not replace Aboriginal
labour? The fact that there were no significant moves to replace Abori
ginal labour indicated that under the conditions operating the existing
mixture of native and white labour was the most desirable method of
operation.
Every station manager interviewed felt that he was content to keep
native employment at the then current level if wages did not rise. It was
also of interest to note in this respect that of the stations employing
Aboriginal labour, only one manager stated that he would do without
native labour entirely if he was forced to pay Award rates.
(5) & (6) In your opinion are Aborigines more productive workers than whites?
Yes
16
No
12
No answer
2
In the light of the learned onslaught of counsel before the bench of
the Arbitration Commission, I have placed the above figures on record
with some hesitation. Indeed, it was not without a great degree of
simplification and abstraction that the above conclusions would be
reached. Possibly it will be of assistance here if I explain the term ‘pro
ductive’. In this situation productivity could only apply to the two
aspects of station work: it could apply to the work actually carried out by
Aborigines; or it could mean productive in the sense of potential for
overall contribution to the stations’ work programs.
The second standard necessarily presupposes a degree of technical
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skill and flexibility for which Aborigines are, firstly, not trained and,
secondly, not employed.
Consequently, I have accepted the first criterion and have tried to
assess the answers accordingly. The accuracy of the abstractions and
tabulations was formally discussed with the other members of the initial
survey and received their endorsement.
Further, in many cases the persons who answered in the negative
were not openly condemnatory of Aboriginal labour. Although these
station managers were not prepared to concede that Aborigines were
more productive than whites, they granted that they were as good as
whites in the job for which they were employed—cattle work.
An interesting example of the diverse opinions held on the stations
was obtained in an interview of a white ‘camp boss’ shortly after we had
spoken to the manager of a large property. The employer had stated that
only about one-third of his employees could justify an Award wage. The
camp boss believed that more than 50 per cent of the ‘boys’ in his camp
were worth an Award wage. Possibly one interviewee was applying the
broader concept of productivity and the other was applying the narrower.
There was also considerable reference to individual abilities. Indeed,
this was a surprising departure from the tendency to depersonalise
Aboriginal workers in other circumstances. Such comments as ‘Johnson
would be supreme’ or that ‘no white man could match X ’ were fairly
common.
(7) If you feel that Aborigines Jail short oj the mark can you say why and in
what respects?
Reason
Number replying
Management
12
(a) Need constant supervision
Unreliable
9
Cannot supervise one another
3
2
Lack initiative
No incentive
2
Educational
(b) No mechanical aptitude
4
Unable to follow complex instructions
2
Cannot tell the time
1
Cannot drive
1
Cannot make reports
1
Not responsible with equipment
1
Cannot write
1
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(c) Bad horsemen
Bad horsebreakers
Cruel widi stock
Do not know stockwork
Do not like stockwork

1
1
1

1
1

Social

1
(d) They go walkabout
1
Get drunk
1
Get bored with work other than cattle
1
Too much trouble
1
Liars
1
Not interested in work
The answers to this question were intriguing. The two main reasons
why Aborigines ‘fell short of the mark’ were given as their need for
supervision and the fact that they were unreliable. Both of these answers
were based on similar considerations.
One of the reasons given as to why an Aboriginal needed constant
supervision was that he could not follow complex instructions, and that
this in turn was conditioned by some or all of the other factors mentioned
in the second category set out above. There were obviously genuine
problems of communication in the everyday running of cattle stations.
But only rarely did we note that any of the managers had become fluent
in an Aboriginal language.
Difficulties in expression and comprehension are frequently associated
with illiteracy. The problem becomes greater where there is a language
difficulty as well. I have experienced similar comprehension gaps whilst
working with illiterate rural labour in California. In this latter case,
however, the problem of communication was not the sole preserve of
alien employees as there were many Caucasian Oklahomans involved in
the confusion. However, it was interesting to note that many of the
attributes alleged to be the special preserve of Australian indigenes
were also applied by management to the shortcomings of migrant labour
in California.
In the north Australian context the problem was highlighted by a
windmill salesman casting doubts upon the work of a European main
tenance man on one of the stations. After having inspected a malfunc
tioning mill he called the parentage of the European mechanic into doubt
informing the manager that ‘he must be a silly bastard as the operating
instructions were clearly marked on the base of the mill’. The manager
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rose to his employee’s defence, informing the salesman that he was
one of the few illiterate whites that he had met and consequently needed
more sympathetic consideration. Rarely was a similar defence raised on
behalf of Aborigines. Their lapses were normally considered to be genetic
in origin.
A sample of the replies further emphasised these problems:
they could not work out the stages o f a cattle project;
they had no mechanical ability;
the time factor was o f no importance to them;
you could give a half-caste two or three days grace on a job, but a full-blood needed
constant supervision;
they could count but not apply the figures to simple practical solutions;
if constantly supervised they worked as well as whites.

Unreliability and the need for supervision could, of course, relate to
industrial morale. That this was an obvious point of concern was evident
from some of the answers to our next question.
In few instances was it possible to report management techniques
designed to maximise Aboriginal labour potential. However, in the
few examples of optimum deployment of the native work force morale
seemed to be appreciably higher than the average. That an increasing
consciousness of the futility of their situation appeared to be growing
amongst cattle station Aborigines will be discussed later on.
Those managements which had given thought to the processes of
acculturation with which they were faced frequently had greater rapport
with the native work force. This usually went hand in hand with better
food and accommodation.
During our survey it was noted that only few stations had provided
accommodation even roughly in accord with their legal requirements
under the Wards Employment Ordinance. However, where reasonable
facilities were provided, and management displayed some interest in
maintaining their appearance and cleanliness and clearly imparted their
desire in this regard to the work force, Aborigines appreciated the
facilities. 12 There were, of course, other cases where improved facilities
had been installed and which had deteriorated over a fairly short period
of time. In these cases there normally appeared to be a correlation between
the neglected physical state of the white homestead, the deterioration of
physical plant and yards, and the unkempt state of the Aboriginal camp.
In one particular case, which was outstanding for the impeccable order of
12 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, p. 8, also confirms this point.
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the Aboriginal quarters, management showed a high appreciation of the
value of their Aboriginal work force. We also noted that this particular
property was unique in the well-ordered way in which the daily tasks
were carried out. Everybody was conscious of their contribution to the
station’s operations and their responsibility and went about their tasks
each morning with little instruction, direction, force or encouragement.
The manager at this property summed his personnel policy up succinctly:
There’s no room for Bludgers on this property. Everyone’s employed. They all have
a job to do or they can get off. We don’t want people sitting around the camp stirring
up trouble. It’s better that they have got something to occupy their minds.

There was also a close correlation between the managements which
had developed some rapport with the native work force and those which
stated that they would be prepared to retain a relatively large number of
their full-blood employees should Award wages be granted.
One can also see from the figures that few managers have referred
directly to education or literacy as a factor affecting productivity amongst
Aborigines. As the work of about 76 per cent of the Aboriginal employees
required mainly physical dexterity there was little scope for mental or
educated skills.
Walkabout. One of the most colourful alleged attributes of Australian
Aborigines appeared, on analysis, to be of little consequence. Indeed,
more persons referred to the ready availability of Aborigines as one of the
major attractions of employing them and not that walkabout made them
unreliable. Walkabout seemed no more mysterious than industrial
workers desiring a break from a gruelling physical task. Given the
inadequate diet on most stations, one could not exclude the possibility
that the ‘inexplicable’ wanderlust of Aboriginal employees was con
siderably induced by a craving for increased vitamin intake. It was
significant that in many areas walkabout took Aboriginal groups to
areas favoured for their native produce, and not necessarily to the towns
where greater excitement and educational experience could be found.
Most managements, however, had contained the ‘desire’ to go walk
about and exploited it for their own purposes by releasing employees
when it was convenient for them. This release was often without notice
and occasionally without food, or even the proper wages which had
accrued to them.
Supervision. Management technique has two different aspects depending
on whether you are a manager or one who is managed. It is a human
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failing for most individuals to consider that they are efficient in their
allocated tasks. However, criticism by management that employees
need too much supervision seems to be endemic to most white industrial
situations.
The need for supervision might arise either from the lack of application
of the employee or through the inability of the manager effectively to
impart instructions. We have already seen that few managers were able
to converse with Aboriginal employees in their own language. Similarly,
few Aborigines were literate in the English language—an indication
that their range of verbal comprehension was also limited. In these
circumstances the ability to impart instructions clearly, and the em
ployee’s skills in interpreting management’s requirements, were
undoubtedly impaired. Exactly where responsibility should rest for an
improvement of the situation was difficult to determine. Obviously an
improvement in the standards of English education of the work force
would be of great assistance. However, at the time of the survey, as will
be seen later in the study, the stations were inadequately provided with
educational facilities and some employers even resisted their introduction.
Many cattlemen also complained of Aborigines’ inability to carry out
a complex sequence of tasks on their own. It was possible that in these
situations an understanding of the problems at hand was an integral
part of executing the job to the employer’s satisfaction. Where communi
cation was difficult, brevity was often the result. The more complex the
task, therefore, the greater the misunderstanding.
Further, some employers claimed that they often returned to the
work site where Aborigines had been entrusted with a particular pro
gram, and found them resting or asleep under a tree without having
completed the assigned duty. Lethargy might be psychological or physi
cally induced. Later in this study the dietary intake of Aborigines is
considered. It was obviously insufficient for individuals engaged even in
a sedentary occupation, let alone the gruelling physical tasks of the
cattle industry.
Incentive must also be taken into consideration. In the limited cash
economy which exists on cattle stations there is little encouragement for
Aborigines to do more than is absolutely necessary for survival. Over
the years Aborigines have determined the balance between employment
and rest that is necessary to survive on any particular station, and have
conditioned their application accordingly. In the absence of incentive to
work, the pursuits of leisure frequently seem more attractive. One
pastoralist indicated this aspect of the relationship when he complained
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that Aborigines would frequently go off and chase a goanna when they
were tracking cattle.
The encouragement and reward system in any industrial situation
must also be preceded by a certain degree of induction or training, no
matter how rudimentary the task involved might appear. The need for
orientation in any particular industry is greater where ethnological or
illiteracy factors are present. Training in the techniques and disciplines
of the cattle industry in northern Australia was very limited. As will be
demonstrated later in this study, however, the requirements arc quite
complex. The necessity for training was often indicated although not
one station visited had any formal training program. On most stations
it was even impossible for native children to gain experience in the cattle
industry—either through riding lessons or more formal induction—
until they were actually lifted into the saddle in a work situation. This
experience was alluded to in the 1965 Arbitration Commission hearing
in the following way:
Kirby C.J.: When they first start to ride, I suppose they ride bareback just like other
Australian children.
Cattleman: That is right.
Kirby C.J.: And they just ride on and develop bad habits?
Cattleman: If you can ride bareback that is the essential part, as you get your balance,
and when you get a saddle, it is much better.
Kuby C .J.: That is what makes it so strange: if they start on bareback then get a
saddle they arc then heavy handed and tend to worry the horses? It seems that
there is a complete lack of training there ... if children get on the horse’s back and
they are not told that, they have the tendency of becoming heavy handed, and this
would be the case whether they be black or white . 13

It would also seem that the gap which existed between black and
white groups on the cattle stations precluded the normal communal
educational processes experienced by the young in Western society. The
lack of practical experience in learning situations necessarily led to the
need for greater application of work site education supervision techniques
in the early stages of employment. As this was not carried out, various
undesirable habits developed. The practices then became firmly entrenched
and, thus, were even harder to eradicate.
For example, one person complained about the habit of his Aboriginal
workmen of throwing their saddles and saddle cloths on the ground at
the end of a day s work. As a consequence the saddle became full of dust
and the cloth covered in burrs. This then irritated the animal. When
13 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, p. 275.
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horses were plentiful and men tired, it was an easily understood reaction.
How long the actions had been tolerated by their white supervisors was
unknown, but obviously there was a causal relationship between past
training and present habits.
There also appeared to be some degree of balance between the attitudes
of the managers and the managed. Most cattlemen had an understanding
of how far they could ‘push’ their employees, and when they had either
to do the job themselves or leave it for another day. The Aborigines in
turn knew just how far they could test the patience of their employer.
Not unlike similar situations in factories when morale was strained the
work still seemed to get done, albeit at a slower rate.
Finally, the preponderance of management replies suggested that any
improvement in the acceptance of Aborigines as employees would come
through the narrowing of the gaps in communication and response on the
indigenes part. Notwithstanding the overwhelming importance attached
to these considerations, it was doubtful whether an improvement in
educational and technical knowledge would lead to any revolutionary
change in acceptance of Aborigines as employees. Although an improve
ment in this direction would undoubtedly decrease the necessity for
supervision of certain of the more sophisticated aspects of station work,
the very high standard of Aboriginal endeavour in practical cattle work
seemed to more than compensate for their deficiencies in other areas. As
most stations visited in the Northern Territory were sufficiently large
to organise their work force on a specialist basis, there was little outlet for
diversification of skills. This, in turn, brought about a further reduction
in Aboriginal work site opportunities. The confinement of Aboriginal
experience in this respect is dealt with at greater length later in this study.
(8) IJ you feel that Aborigines are more productive than white workers can you
say why and in what respects?
Reasons
Number of Replies
Traditionally Oriented Skills
Stock work
8
Tracking
6
Bushmanship
5
Mustering
3
Knowledge of localcountry
3
Horse work
2
Less likely to get lost
1
Branding
1
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M a n a g e m e n t O riented S k ills

Better suited climatically
Good at supervising others
Do not need supervision
Do not knock off at 5.00 p.m.
Better at repetitive work

2
5
2
1
1

T echnically O rien ted S k ills

Good pumpers
Good at yard work
Good at fencing
Good at bore work
Have mechanical ability

1
2
2
1
8

In S to ck W o r k

As good as European workers
Superior to European workers
Worse than European workers
Better at certain aspects of stock work

10
7
13
27

In this question it became obvious that employers considered their
Aboriginal workers more productive in the particular area for which they
were engaged. If one added this figure to the slight preference shown for
Aborigines in question 5 it appeared that employers were more than
satisfied with Aborigines as stock workers, whatever reservations they
may have had about their other qualities. As 76 per cent of the total
Aboriginal male work force was employed in this category, it was on
that basis that they had to be judged.
One should also note that in the answers placed together in the first
group there were many aspects of native ability which might have been
considered a direct product of the Aborigines’ own particular social
education. These were bushmanship, mustering, tracking, knowledge of
own country, etc. However, given the developing pattern of Aboriginal
education and the decline of tribal influences these advantages are bound
to diminish. Indeed, many cattlemen commented on their decreasing
importance.
In some respects development was both increasing employment
potential and at the same time decreasing job opportunity for Aborigines.
Only a reversal in current education trends could solve this problem as
far as the cattle industry is concerned. It was difficult, however, to deter
mine at what stage, if any, ‘innate’ Aboriginal characteristics would be
outweighed by more sophisticated Western skills.
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Good at supervising others. The reply to this question was always condi
tioned by the fact that the person answering meant ‘other Aborigines’.
For many reasons employers considered it questionable whether white
employees would take readily to Aboriginal supervision, although some
properties did have full-blood head stockmen or leading hands.
Many employers replying positively commented that to obtain good
supervision of Aborigines by an Aboriginal one had to allow the leading
hand to choose his own workers. Many station owners who stated that
Aborigines were unable to supervise others conducted their black/white
staff relations in a stiff and formal manner that precluded any possibility
of adaptation to changing social or economic circumstances. Many were
also convinced that tribal considerations prevented one Aboriginal taking
primacy over another and consequently did not try to develop any
leadership potential.
It was debatable whether any tribal seniority order still existed on the
stations and, if it did, what effect it had on industrial relationships. The
studies of kinship systems, etc. on missions and settlements had no neces
sary bearing on cattle station tribal bonds, although their presence in
these other areas and the wide publicity given to them conditioned
managements’ attitudes. In this way the dominance of Australian anthro
pological studies in Aboriginal affairs over other social disciplines has
emphasised racial disparities, somewhat discouraging management to
appraise realistically their employees’ broader human needs.
Berndt, in considering this aspect of employment relationships,
believed that employers took advantage of the fact that Aborigines when
living in bush conditions placed very little stress on personal property.
W hen they come to w ork for stations such as these, and take up a relatively settled
life, their former habits are declared to be ample reason for limiting the return they
receive for labour.14

Eight persons offered the opinion that Aborigines had mechanical
aptitude. This reply was normally given in response to our direct inquiry.
One person summed up his opinion this way: ‘There is no doubt that
these fellows have mechanical aptitude but they are never given the
opportunity to show it’. This reply seemed to be in accord with a fairly
widely held view that Aborigines were good drivers. Those employers,
however, who did not subscribe to this view were most critical of the
Aborigines’ handling of vehicles.
14 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, p. 45.

SUITABILITY

OF A B O R I G I N A L

LABOUR

75

(9) If Aborigines are not up to the mark what do yon think can be done about it?
Answers
Number of Replies
Change Welfare program
7
Educate them
6
Take children away from parents for training 5
Train them for stock work
5
Train them mechanically
5
Take them away from camp environment
3
Instil sense of responsibility
1
Create more incentive
1
Dilute with more whites
1
No reply or could not care less
6
Welfare Policy. Most people thought that the present policy of the Welfare
Branch was wrong. Although it is not possible to consider the program
in this report, the attitude of cattlemen as employers of labour was of
importance.
Almost every cattleman we spoke to was critical of the pattern of
development of settlements. Not only did they feel that the Welfare
Branch’s attitudes were wrong in relation to employment and training
but they felt that the very presence of settlements, as an alternative method
of existence for their labourers, decreased the desire to work on the
property.
The comment that ‘the blacks are not as good today as they used
to be’ was common. The complaint may not have been based on the
traditional lack of appreciation that elderly people have for the young.
One typical and colourful comment of a cattleman will emphasise the
point. He claimed:
An Abo w ho grow s up on a m ission o r settlem ent can d raw an aeroplane and sing
‘Springtim e in the Rockies’, b u t h e ’s got no chance o f th ro w in g his leg over a horse
and for m y purposes he is useless.

If one returns to the answers in question 8 one readily appreciates
that settlement life does little to assist Aborigines to develop the skills
most sought after and valued by employers. The Welfare Branch ran
what was euphemistically called ‘training schemes for cattle work’.
Colin Tatz, in his thesis Aboriginal Administration pointed out the
deficiencies of these training schemes and concluded that they had ‘a value
only in the limited sphere of the trainee’s settlement or mission’.15 As the
15 P. 64.
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settlement’s training program in the five years of existence had only
graduated six persons considered ‘proficient’ in cattle work, this program
was unlikely to have had any general effect on the industry.
Settlement life was constantly referred to by pastoralists as demoralising
‘where Abos sit down all day and get paid and fed’. Under such circum
stances, the cattlemen asked: ‘Why should they go out of their way to
do a hard day’s work?’ A cattleman informed us of the history of one of
his most respected and most highly paid workers who had left the property
to live on a settlement. No amount of enticement could get him to
return although he agreed that he was well treated on the property.
Every time the employer visited the settlement and asked his worker to
return he was met with the reply ‘Yes, boss. Me bin thinkum about this
tomorrow’. At the time of writing tomorrow had still not arrived. As the
person in question had been paid a cash wage averaging jC12 per week
for some years the attraction of settlement life must have been very
strong.
The stories concerning administration of settlements, their attempts
at cattle production, their ‘feather bedding’ techniques in relation to
so-called ‘employment’ practices, were legion. Every move of the
Administration in this respect was closely watched by cattlemen. Its
attempts at assimilation and the numerous failures associated therewith
were the source of much mirth.
Education. Most people referred to the need to educate Aborigines. Some,
of course, suggested education in matters that were important to them.
There was general acceptance of the fact that Aborigines could learn.
Most people interviewed believed that Aborigines were as intelligent as
themselves. No doubt their respect for Aboriginal bushcraft had some
bearing on this.
Remove them from the camp environment. Many cattlemen were conscious
of the restricting influence of social forces operating in the camp. Few
could see any association between the physical nature of the camp, and
its location or even their own attitudes to ‘the blacks’. A large number
conceded that, whilst conditions remained as they were there could be
no progress for the Aborigines. Most felt that the older people were
beyond training, but that there was hope for the younger ones if some
kind of program, other than those promoted by the Welfare Branch,
could be started. Most employers stated that they would be willing to
co-operate in any reasonable scheme.
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Responsibility and incentive. Reference to these two factors loomed larger
in discussion than appears in the tabulations.
Some employers claimed that Aborigines did not respond to monetary
incentives; others gave examples of schemes they had introduced where
some response was evident. In the first case the managements concerned
had never tried an incentive program, and on questioning usually replied
what s the use, money doesn’t mean anything to these people’. The
experiments which some stations had carried out proved that this was
wrong. Answers to other questions about savings and spending in the
station store and with the occasional hawker also contradicted this
opinion.
The attitude of cattlemen to the so-called ‘lack of responsibility’ was
hard to explain. To them it meant a lot of things normally summed up
by a description of how, at one time or the other, their workers had
failed to carry out a particular task. In this light it is interesting to relate
the interview with a half-caste Aboriginal station owner who stated
that he would not employ white men ‘because they let you down’. When
questioned on this he referred to an experience he had once when two
white stockmen left his employ in the middle of droving a large mob of
cattle. From this experience it would seem as though lapses in work
application by a person of another ethnic group drew attention to racial
differences, and made recall of the experience by the party which had
been inconvenienced much easier. White management more readily
accepted the shortcomings of their white employees as misfortunes or,
alternatively, these employees were more adept at explaining away their
lapses. Rarely, if ever, was it possible for an Aboriginal employee to
argue with an employer about the propriety of his actions. The social
and industrial responses between the two groups precluded this type of
intercourse. However, there was some justification in the comment that
Aborigines did not have the same scale of values as ourselves. This is
explicable by the very nature of the conditions under which Aborigines
live. Theirs has not been a money economy, and value and worth have a
different conceptual meaning. This meaning could relate more to their
own physical environment than to such abstract concepts as the economy,
markets, bargaining, etc. Alternatively, with a cash wage of, firstly, 5s.
per week and then, theoretically, £ 2 .8s.3d., little opportunity had been
extended to them to develop monetary skills and appraisal of economic
activity.
Two examples of problems experienced may illustrate the position.
Many cattlemen referred to the apparently loose way in which Aborigines
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handled money. They claimed that Aborigines did not have the same
concept of its purpose, of its ability to purchase desired commodities, or
of the necessity to husband and spend wisely in relation to both the
needs and resources available, as was the case with whites. In one example
of this reference was made to the incessant card playing that goes on
amongst Aborigines. The predominance of the gambling instinct was
believed to give Aboriginal society a foundation of irresponsibility.
Cattlemen also pointed out the mechanical nature of money handling of
Aborigines as further proof. They claimed that on purchasing goods
from a store, for example, Aborigines would approach the counter with a
full hand of cash, having little appreciation of how much it was or how
much it would buy. They would then point out what they wanted to
purchase and hand over the total sum in their possession. If there was any
left they would make another selection. These procedures, of course,
also allowed a dishonest storekeeper to exploit the situation. Personal
observation of hawkers in the Northern Territory indicated that they,
at least, succumbed to the temptation.
Reference was also made during the survey to employers and store
keepers on stations, and individuals in official capacity, who took advan
tage of Aborigines in this way. It was difficult on limited information,
however, to determine whether these reactions by Aborigines were
simply the result of numerical illiteracy or of their inability, because of
cultural considerations, to grasp the meaning and purpose of money.
However, one man considered that:
When an Aborigine asked the price of anything, or started to bargain over the price
of goods, you knew he was well on the way to becoming one of us.

Cattle station managers believed that a genuine lack of appreciation
of the complex social and economic organisation of modern society was
the reason why Aborigines had failed to develop attitudes consistent
with the responsibilities of their employment. One particular reference
of this nature continually recurring in our discussions was what they
considered ‘irresponsible actions towards equipment’. However, the
belief was shown in other ways, as the following statement indicates:
We had just finished rounding up some cattle alongside a range of difficult hills,
and several cattle broke loose from the mob and darted back into the scrub. I shouted
to one of the men to bring them back but he did not make any move. By the time
I had got around to the other side of the mob the cattle had disappeared back into
where we had spent all day getting them from. I asked the Aborigine why he had not
made any effort to stop them and he replied: ‘Him alright boss, he can’t climb over
that range—me pick him up next year’.
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Irresponsibility may find its cause in other factors, possibly in laziness
or even debility, passed off as ‘the strange workings of the Aboriginal
mind’, and allowed to gather institutional acceptance.
Finally, it should be emphasised that most people granted that the
main problem was training, but a common theme running through
their replies was that they were there to run cattle stations, not to train
Aborigines. Similar attitudes were also common in government depart
ments in the Territory.
Most cattlemen believed that without some dramatic change in
Aborigines’ social or material conditions there was little possibility of
them progressing beyond their present state. A consensus of replies to
our questions underlined the fact that there was neither motivation nor
institutional framework whereby they could improve.
TILE P R O S P E C T S

FOR A B O R I G I N A L

WAGES

The question in this section was designed to determine the response of
cattlemen to the possibility of a ruling by the Arbitration Court that
Aborigines should be paid the same Award wages as European workers.
I have already shown that any equality of Award conditions between
whites and Aborigines would not necessarily bring about equality in
fact, as white employees were paid, on average, almost twice the current
Award in the Northern Territory and several pounds above the Award
operating in other States.
In considering the answers to these questions one must also realise
that, at the time of our interviews, the Arbitration Court was hearing
evidence on the subject. Consequently, any arithmetic appraisal of the
replies in this section must take into account responses recorded elsewhere
in the questionnaire, especially those concerning labour suitability. One
reason for this caution was emphasised in the response to question 3 and 4.
In those two questions the majority of managers said that they would
employ fewer Aborigines and more whites in the event of equal wages,
but few had considered the problems of obtaining suitable white labour
if all stations wanted them at the same time. Also, few managers had
considered the effect of the practical differential in rates between white
and Aboriginal labour if they were to pay the latter the Award rate.
(1) Are you inJai’our oj keeping Aboriginal wages and rations as they are?
Yes
20
No
5
No answer
5
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Most managers tempered their reply with the comment that they did
not consider Aborigines worth any more. How their answers to this
question measured up to their admission that, in cattle work, Aborigines
were more productive than whites, required explanation.
Obviously, the fact that the existing wage system was extremely
profitable to cattlemen was of great importance. Indeed, several inter
viewees made reference to the relatively low cost of Aboriginal labour.
That this was a ‘reasonable’ management attitude needs little explanation.
People supporting a change in the payment system were also conscious
of the need for a change in management and Aboriginal attitudes.
Indeed, one person even went as far as to take the radical position that
Aboriginal equality was a necessary foundation for the efficient use of
both native labour and full development of the industry’s potential.
Consideration of this theme presents problems of considerable interest,
and would provide an excellent foundation for further inquiry.
A stock and station agent summed up this view by stating that cheap
Aboriginal labour was the most serious impediment to the development
of Northern Territory cattle stations. He claimed that cattlemen could
only afford to produce beef on the open range whilst they had access to a
pool of cheap labour. Increased wage rates in the Territory would force
the stations into development programs, which would in turn increase
their overall productivity and indeed their ability to pay the wages they
claimed they were unable to afford. Illustrating this example he made
reference to the situation which existed in Queensland before Aborigines
were granted their relatively substantial wage of -£10 cash per week.
He claimed that it was not coincidental that the increase in fenced and
subdivided properties went hand in hand with the growth in Aboriginal
wage status. An interesting extension of this analysis was submitted to
me by an informant in government employ. He claimed that one of the
main reasons for the intervention of the Commonwealth in the 1965
Arbitration Commission case was the demand by the Queensland Graziers
Association that the Northern Territory pastoral industry be forced to
meet labour costs comparable with their own.
(2) Are you in favour oj Award wages Jor Aborigines and why?
18
No
1
Some
Very few
2
All
3
No answer
6
The answers to this question were necessarily the reverse of those in
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(1) above. The managers replying in the negative in this case normally
relied on the reasons given earlier in the questionnaire. However, further
comment was elicited on the alleged inability of Aborigines to accom
modate themselves to a cash economy. Many managers considered that
their employees did not have the necessary sense of responsibility, or the
desire to spend their money wages ‘economically’.16 They believed that
increased wages would be spent on purchasing liquor or gambling.
(3) Are you in favour oj a graduated system starting midway between the
present and Award wages. If so, why ?
Yes
15
No
4
No answer
11
This question was included to allow cattlemen to express their opinions
on the proposition which we believed the Federal Government was
going to place before the Arbitration Court. The system, it was suggested,
would either embrace a graduated wage scale covering all Aborigines,
or a wage scale for certain classes of work which would be progressively
increased until equal to white rates.
The first method envisaged a system whereby the cattlemen judged the
work value of each individual and applied a proportionate percentage
of the ruling Award rate thereto. The weakness of the system would
have been, of course, the position of employer/judge, and his obvious
temptation to downgrade his employees to save costs. This probably
explains why the Commonwealth Government never pursued the
subject before the court.
The second alternative was a gradual raising of all Aboriginal wages
until they were equal to white wages. Our inquiry could have covered
any of these situations and was responded to accordingly with mixed
motives.
Regardless of the reason for answering, the replies for a graduated
system were as heavily in favour as those for no change in the system.
Undoubtedly the motive for answering was similar.
It is interesting to note in this respect that many stations already
operated a system of graduated payment. For example, some half-caste
and full-blood head stockmen we discussed earned more than ^ 8 per
week, and even some stockmen earned twice the minimum amount
payable under the Wards Employment Ordinance. However, in no
Economically , in this sense, was always equated with what the management considered
to be a desirable pattern o f expenditure.
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case were white rates paid to Aboriginal workers, half-caste or full-blood
even though employees were worthy of them.
(4) If Aborigines were to get Award wages this year would you employ the
same, more or less?
2
None
Same
2
More
0
Less
26
An overwhelming percentage of employers stated that they would
employ fewer Aboriginal workers if equal wages were granted. The
important question was how many workers would be replaced?
Significant in this respect was the hidden unemployment in the labour
system. For many reasons the Aboriginal work force on cattle stations
was not fully employed, partly because of the seasonal nature of the
work, the lack of flexibility of Aboriginal skills, traditions which have
grown up on various stations and poor management techniques. In some
cases it was a direct result of the station only achieving work output
roughly equivalent to the sum paid. Occasionally there were genuine
physical and organisational reasons why there was under-employment.
Frequently this came about through sickness in the Aboriginal camp, or
the presence of a large number of pensioners on the property.
The social and economic consequences of the existence of surplus
labour is considered in greater detail later in this study.

DEPENDANTS

As pointed out earlier the wages paid and sustenance granted by cattle
station managements under the Wards Employment Ordinance were
designed to provide for the employee, his wife and one child. Under the
Social Welfare Ordinance of 1964, the Director of Welfare was em
powered to pay out sums of money for ‘relief from poverty or hunger’.17
These moneys were paid to assist in the upkeep of Aborigines on cattle
stations at the rate of ^ 8 9 .13s.Id. per adult and ^64.7s.3d. per child
per annum, other than employed persons and their families and those
who received payment by way of Commonwealth pensions. Annual
sums received by the stations in the Northern Territory for the purpose
of feeding their non-working populations were as follows:
17 Northern Territory, Social Welfare Ordinance, No. 31 of 1964, S. 10.
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£135,252 ]
1,932 l 18
8,316 J
35,000
19
5,000
20
109,759
21

£295059
The funds involved were not paid evenly throughout the industry.
O f the thirty stations visited thirteen reported they did not claim on the
Welfare Branch for assistance. Occasionally some stations did not apply
for this assistance for all indigent persons on the property. They were
prepared to maintain a small number of Aborigines on their properties
without assistance, but were not prepared to house and feed large groups.
However, allowing for the working population, and not taking into
account the uneven distribution of the payments, the cattle industry was
paid an average of approximately £ 2 per week for each person not
employed. If we take into account those stations not applying for subsidy
the sum available to the applicant stations amounts to more than £ 2
per head per week.
There was also a wide range in the numbers present on any one station.
The largest number of Aborigines living on any station we visited was
155. Another station reported 109 residents with only 5 being employed.
Consequently the income per head on the larger stations was greater
than the average indicated. The methods of payment of these funds were
also of importance.
Aborigines living on pastoral properties were classified as inmates of
an institution, and the pension payments went direct to the management.
By agreement with the Administration pension payments were sup
posed to be split into components representing a cash allowance of £ l
per fortnight to the individual, and 10s. per fortnight to be placed into
a trust fund for the building of housing for such pensioners.22 Out of
£12 per fortnight this left £10 for the disposal of the management.
Payments from the funds received for pensioners varied widely on the
properties. The manager of one property had no idea of what the entitle
ment of pensioners was, and stated that the cheques were sent direct to
18 Letter on private file from Department o f Social Services, 12 October 1965.
19 Estimate.
20 Estimate.
21 Annual Report of the Welfare Branch, 1964-65, p. 27.
22 Tatz, Aboriginal Administration, p. 86.
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the head office and that was all he knew about the situation. Cash pay
ments out of pension funds ranged from ‘a few shillings a week’ to
.£3.10s. The average payment was -£ 1.10s.6d. In the case of one property
we were informed that the management ‘gibbit a quid when we go to
town’. This was once or twice a year.
Only 30 per cent of the stations visited appeared to be conscious of
their responsibilities concerning the establishment of a trust fund for
pensioners’ housing, and only some 20 per cent of them had spent the
money on accommodation for their charges.
The payment of child endowment was in a category different from
that of pension money. Although it was paid to the management the
station received it only as agent for the intended legal recipient. These
funds, however, appeared to be treated in the same way as pension
moneys. The stations looked at the income as part compensation for the
upkeep of wards. In only a few cases was the whole amount paid to the
parents of the children. At best the amount was credited to the person’s
account with the store and they were allowed a limited selection of
goods in return. Some managements, which were more concerned with
their Aborigines’ welfare, carefully controlled the issue of clothes and food
for a sum covered by receipts. Others completely ignored the necessity
for any relationship between receipts, payments or account credits.
THE

COST

OF K E E P I N G

DEPENDANTS

As pointed out earlier the Welfare Branch had laid down strict standards
of rations to be issued to wards. The Branch estimated that the payments
of cash, provision of food, clothing and accommodation, amounted to
.£11.3s.3d. per week for each male Aboriginal employee.23 During our
survey we were able to make several inquiries concerning this estimate
and publish the results below.
On a station renowned for its favourable treatment of Aborigines we
were supplied with the following figures:24
Wages
P
8 3
Employee’s clothing
0 15 0
Dry rations
2 6 6
Beef at 2s.6d. lb
2 10 6
Refrigeration, Buildings,
Water, Wood, Electricity
0 10 0
£8

9 0

23 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, p. 121.
24 Letter on private file, 26 August 1965.
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This particular station claimed that it cost them 12s.8d. per week to
maintain each child, which seemed to cast doubt on the accuracy of the
other figures.
Another station informed us that, after costing beef at Is. per lb, their
accountant had determined a figure of ^1.13s.7|d. for maintenance
before payment of the cash allowance.
In yet another case we were allowed to inspect the station’s books for
issues made to the Aboriginal camp and for what was described as an
average month. The following was recorded:
T a b le 7: Aboriginal maintenance costs on a Northern Territory cattle station

3 tins syrup
4 bags sugar
24 lb tea
18 drum s flour
37 lb fine salt
2 small tins curry pow der
4 tins Sunshine m ilk
4 tins custard po w d er
16 tins ja m
3 packets cornflour
24 packets sultanas
11 tins d ry balm
6 packets raisins
4 tins treacle

Size

U n it Price
s.

2
70
i
40

1b
lb
lb
lb

2
3
12
24
16
12
16
12
2

ozs
1b
ozs
ozs
oz
ozs
ozs
ozs
lb

20
63
7
40
10
22
164
32
32
25
35
83
31
19

6 doz.
0 each
01b
0 each
0 1b
0 doz.
9 doz.
9 doz.
3 doz.
9 doz.
6 doz.
0 doz.
6 doz.
9 doz.

T otal cost
1 s. d.
0
12
8
36
1
0
2
0
2
0
3
3
0
0
73

5 1
12 0
8 0
0 0
10 0
3 8
14 11
10 11
3 0
6 5
11 0
16 1
15 9
6 7
3

9

♦Unit price in shillings appears to be expressed decimally. Slight errors in extension have been left.

The issue was costed by a leading company of wholesale grocers in
Darwin and their prices are indicated at the side.25 As the above costs
are ‘ex Darwin’ one should allow a cartage figure of say 25 per cent
which would bring the total bill to £91.9s.8d. per month. No check was
made to determine whether the items marked as issued were actually
handed out to Aborigines. Evidence of the fraudulent practices of some
bookkeepers in this regard is presented elsewhere.
The camp involved consisted of 152 Aborigines of whom 65 were
employed. Forty of these workers were classified as stockmen, and were
probably absent from the homestead for a substantial period of each
25 Letter on private file, 15 September 1965.
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month. However, assuming that all were eating at the camp, the value
of the dry ration scale amounted to 16s.6d. per month per person or
4s.2d. per week. To this must be added beef costs at, say, 2s. per lb.
Conceding a book cost of beef supplied as 2s. per lb—although most of
that supplied to the Aboriginal camp in the case under discussion was
offal—and an issue of approximately 1 lb per head per day, the main
tenance cost of Aborigines at the station amounted to IBs. 2d. per week.
In the particular case under discussion the accommodation provided
by the company was so rudimentary as to be virtually inconsequential
in affecting the economic cost of maintaining the labour force.
In the items provided there was no issue of potatoes, rice, dried peas,
tinned or fresh fruit, or margarine as required by the Regulations. In no
cases were the weights demanded by the Welfare Branch met.
Another station allowed us to view the quarterly returns which they
submitted to the company’s accountants. The figures covered a resident
Aboriginal population of seventy. Twenty-two males and ten females
in this group were employed. There were twenty-six children and twelve
pensioners on the station. Although the station received £ 6 per week for
each pensioner, no claims were made either for child endowment or on
the Welfare Branch for a subsidy for maintaining more than the employee,
a wife and child. Each pensioner received 10s. cash per week which was
drawn from the total wages fund applicable to the Aboriginal com
munity. One assumed from this action that the station management
treated the pension received by the twelve individuals concerned as
general revenue, against which they deducted the cash allowance of 10s.
per week per person, using the balance to defray running expenses,
presumably wages.
The station concerned issued the following items of clothing, charging
the sums mentioned to the individual employee’s account:
Adult males: Clothing to the value of ^3.7s.6d. every ten weeks, or a
shirt every two months (value -£5).26 One pair of trousers every two
months (value ^1.15s.). One sweater per annum (value -£2). One
blanket per annum (value 1.15s.).
Adult Jemales: One dress every two months (value ^1.5s.). One pair of
pants every two months (value 9s.).
Children, male: One pair of trousers and shirt every two months (value
£ i).

Children, Jemale: One dress every two months (value: small 12s.6d.,
medium 15s.).
26 Pricing o f this item supports the earlier observations on costs of maintaining Aborigines.
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In addition the station claimed to issue the following items as part of
the ration scale:
Males: Two tins of tobacco and papers per week (value 12s.), soap (value
Is.), 2 boxes matches (value 6d.), 1 lb trade tobacco (value £l.2s.6d.).
Females: One third the tobacco ration of men.
As the clothing and tobacco allowances at the station appeared generous
by even white standards, the storekeeper was questioned about the
frequency of issue of the items mentioned on his instructions. He stated
that he used his own discretion as to the actual items given at any par
ticular time, ensuring that there ‘was no wastage’. When questioned
further, he was unable to provide accurate information as to the real
intervals of issue of garments, merely repeating ‘when necessary’. As the
interview became tense at that stage, discussion on the subject was
discontinued.
In the case under consideration, accommodation was provided in
the form of corrugated iron ‘garage’ type structures with concrete floors
FOOTNOTES: ABORIGINAL WAGES AND SUSTENANCE COSTS
1. Issued in credit at the store with surpluses paid twice annually.
2. Calculated at cost to the station.
3. Local beef at book value.
4. Issue varied with individual, but always paid in kind. Probably an average for employed males.
The book value of the book entries did not match the issuing instructions mentioned below.
5. Total real cost.
6. As old age pensions were paid direct into station revenue the cost of maintaining each individual
was reduced by total pension received divided by 70.
7. Paid in cash or store credit, varying with individuals.
8. Based on adult male employee issue but known to be less and dependent on the needs of the pen
sioner, his demands and the storeheeper’s attitude towards each individual claimant.
9. Undoubtedly inflated as pensioners known to be issued with less than working adult males.
10. Actual pensions received for each claimant.
11. Pensioners were revenue producing for the station and keep was less than the sums received on
their behalf.
12. The lower averages are a reflection of the cost of keeping the whole camp.
13. Annual figures extracted from reports to the head office of the company. The lower annual cost
as compared to the weekly figures presented could be accounted for by fewer demands being made
on the store during the ‘wet’.
14. To be paid in cash.
15. To be paid in kind.
16. To be paid in cash.
17. Calculated as follows:
L
Employees clothing allowance (cash)
0
Food for employee (kind)
3
Food for wife (kind)
2
Clothing for wife (kind)
0
Food and clothing for child (kind)
2
Total
£8
18. Based on 221 families: 22 working adult males
10 working adult females
26 children
12 pensioners
This is a generous calculation.
19. Slight errors and variations in calculations have been left in as they could be accounted for by
seasonal and population movements and requirements.
20. Source: Exhibit D [III], Common Exhibit Book, Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration
Commission, No. 830 of 1965.
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but no furniture. The structures measured 12 ft x 8 ft with push out
type corrugated iron windows on two sides and a corrugated iron door.
Capitalisation of these items stood at £250 per unit. Allowing a ten-year
write-off period, the provision of accommodation cost 10s. per week
per unit. An unknown sum from accumulated pension funds, however,
had been spent on providing the shelter. The money was outlayed in this
way at the suggestion of the Welfare Branch. As there were only ten
units for the entire camp, the average accommodation in case of inclement
weather was 7-2 persons per unit. This provided floor space of 10-5
square feet, approximately, for each person—or barely sufficient for each
individual to roll out his swag on the concrete floor.
Only seven out of the thirty stations visited followed the ration scale
outlined by the Wards Employment Ordinance. In those cases the
managers were conscious of their responsibility and normally made
some reference to a set pattern of rations which accorded very roughly
with the Regulations. In eight cases stations were not aware of there being
any standard at all and simply made reference to issuing sufficient
rations’, or ‘issued as they require it’.
In nine cases Aboriginal workers received the same food as white
workers although the food was usually dispensed at different points, and
in four cases special ‘black kitchens had been established. On these
stations we had no reason to doubt that nutritious food was provided.
When questioned about his rations one person answered that he
‘often shot a few ’roos for them besides there being plenty of native
tucker around’, but made no mention of issuing white commodities.
Many cattlemen complained of the amount of beef consumed by their
Aboriginal workers. In most cases there did not appear to have been
any limit on the amount eaten. The average consumption for the pro
perties visited was stated to be approximately 2 lb per person per day.
There was a lot of wastage—the camps abounding with dogs—but an
adequate meat supply, in the absence of other foodstuffs, would appear
almost vital for survival.
There were obviously genuine problems of both dietary balance and
sufficiency of food provided for the Aboriginal work force on every
station we visited. This was a problem which affected the white and
black community alike.
‘n igg e r

f a r m in g

’

A person was said to engage in ‘nigger farming in the Northern Territory
when he relied on income from Aboriginal subsidies to keep his station
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solvent. The above figures on dependants and costs of maintenance,
together with further evidence which will be noted under housing, leads
one to believe that there were many ways by which some of the stations
could have come out on the credit side when handling government
allowances and subsidies.27 That this was an aspect of the economics of
several properties in the Territory was commented on by some of the
interviewees. However, none of the persons who directed our attention
to the tact could give us any information about the actual cost of keeping
bis own resident work force, and as a consequence always made reference
to ‘some [other] stations’.
The fact that pensions, child endowment and welfare allowances
usually disappeared into general station funds made misappropriation
easy. The infrequency of Welfare patrols and the illiterate and inarticulate
nature of the recipients made abuses hard to prove.
WELF ARE

BRANCH

MAINTAINING

ESTIMATES

ABORIGINAL

AND

TILE C O S T

OF

WORKERS

As can be seen from the analysis of station costs the figures presented by
the Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory as to the maintenance of
Aboriginal employees cannot be substantiated. Even given most sympa
thetic treatment the station claims were at least one-third below their
estimates. I11 other cases the discrepancy was as high as 85 per cent.
Because of this wide differentiation it seemed obvious that cither the
Welfare Branch’s figures were based on erroneous information or were
produced to mislead inquirers.
It is possible that in the first instance the Branch had been given wrong
information by pastoral companies. Berndt noted this practice in 1948,28
and I had no doubt that similar practices continued in 1965. Acceptance
of this theory must presuppose that the Branch was not aware of condi
tions on the cattle stations or was unaware that they were being misled.
Although discussions with Welfare Branch officers in Darwin indicated
that inspection of stations by patrol officers of the Branch was infrequent
and cursory, it was difficult to believe that the officers in the Administra
tion were sufficiently naive as to subscribe to such a divergence from
the truth.
A more plausible explanation of the gap might be found in the interest
of the Welfare Branch in defending itself from the criticism that it was
27 See Cenlralian Advocate, Alice Springs, 27 October 1966, where these claims were made
public by the Secretary of the Northern Territory Workers’ Union, Mr Paddy Carrol.
28 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, pp. 55-61.
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allowing the pastoral industry of the Northern Territory to exploit
Aboriginal labour through substandard wages and conditions.
Viewed in the light of the fact that not even the employers of Abori
ginal labour supported the Welfare Branch estimates of the cost of
keeping Aborigines on the station, one can only assume that the estimates
were based cither on erroneous material or designed for some purpose
other than the objectives of the Arbitration Court hearing.29
It was interesting in this context to note that the sum of -£11.3s.3d.
produced by the Welfare Branch as being the cost to the station of
maintaining an Aboriginal employee was roughly equivalent to the
existing, though out-of-date, European Award.
THE P A T T E R N OF P A Y M E N T

Since the introduction of the Truck Acts it has normally been conceded
that an employee has a right to his wages and should be able to spend the
money in any way he deems fit. With this in mind we asked manage
ments to answer the following question:
Do you think that wages plus rations Jor Aborigines are more suitable fo r them
than wages alone?

20
Yes
6
No
No answer
3
Most employers considered that their Aboriginal staff were not
capable of handling money. However, given the low incidence of
numerical literacy, and the associated need to acquire quantitative skills,
the withholding of the means whereby individuals could learn money
values and the techniques of fiscal husbandry would only appear to have
reinforced the pattern of ignorance.
Since the minimum wage payable to Aborigines (if any was paid)
between 1943 and 1957 was 5s. per week, Aboriginal employees had
little opportunity to develop the techniques of the market which whites
have taken many centuries to acquire, and which some have still not
mastered. To claim that because they do not have such skills they should
therefore be deprived of the means of acquiring them is surely to per
petuate a vicious circle under which the Aboriginal is bound to remain
in his alleged present state of ignorance.
That Aborigines were more appreciative of money values than most
29 Australian, 20 October 1966. Letter from P.S. Morris, Pastoral Manager, ‘The Vestey
Organisation’.
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cattlemen would grant will be considered later in this study. However,
appreciation of the complexities of the wages and savings system seemed
beyond the ability of some employees, as the following simple story
indicates.
On one station I was approached by a colourful fellow by the name of
King Brumby. King Brumby is one of the intermediaries—described
elsewhere in this study—whose position in the community had been
endorsed by the placement around his neck of an anodised aluminium
plaque bearing the title ‘King Brumby’. Some eighteen months before
our visit to the station a full-blood Aboriginal by the name of Beetaloo
Bill had visited the camp. Beetaloo Bill was employed by the Common
wealth Department of Works at full white Award rates and lived in a
fashion somewhat similar to other Australian citizens. However, the
startling event for the Aboriginal camp was Beetaloo Bill’s arrival in a
new Holden utility which, like some other Australians, he purchased
each year.
His possession of the vehicle and the knowledge that he owned it was
looked upon incredulously by King Brumby. Almost without introduc
tion the following exchange took place between myself and Brumby:
Where you fella come from? Canberra.
Where this Canberra? Ah—a long way away.
Where your country then? Ah—along the bitumen.
You know this fella Beetaloo Bill? Yes.
That him car? Yes.
Where he get that car? I guess he saved up for it.
W hat this save up? Ah—He worked for a long time and kept the money, not spent
it, so that he could buy the car.
How long he work? About three or four years.
W hat this three or four years? Ah—say, many, many walkabouts.
May be King Brumby buy car. Yes—I suppose, if you work long enough.

CANTEENS

AND

STORES

D o you run a store or canteen ?

Yes
28
No
2
The attitude of station managers to the administration of their store
and the influence that this had on the native population gave rise to many
interesting reflections on the contemporary life of workers in the cattle
industry. Unfortunately, a detailed analysis of these falls outside the
scope of this report.
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The practical application of management theories about Aborigines
was often related to the administration of the company store. In most
cases it was used as the final point of exploitation or paternalism, depend
ing on the feelings of the management involved.
The administration of the store was of singular importance to the
Aboriginal worker as it offered one of the few opportunities of achieving
variety in what was otherwise cither a fairly limited diet or unexciting
consumption pattern. Little as his choice was on a cash allowance of as
small at 5s. or 10s. per week, the ability to apply limited sums to his own
ends was virtually the sole preserve of individual freedom that existed
for him. Illiteracy and isolation provided effective barriers to the worker
looking further afield to exercise discretion.
In such circumstances it was little wonder that on most stations the
store assumed an importance far beyond that of similar facilities in more
diverse societies.
But the store was a company store and was subject to whatever
management decreed as acceptable for the natives. Some stations used
the store as a powerful weapon of administration by not paying the
Aboriginal any cash wage at all. They simply allowed credit for the
equivalent of the wage due.
Other stations went even further than this. Although they credited
the full wage to the employee in the books of the store, they only allowed
him to draw up to a certain amount per month. These sums were short
of the amount due under the terms of his hiring. The balance was then
allowed to accumulate and was paid to the employee at a special time.
The most common practice in these cases was to allow the worker a sum
of money when he was able to go to town on the station truck, at race
time or before walkabout.
In this situation, the illiterate employee had to rely entirely on the
employer’s honesty that funds due to him were properly accumulated.
Indeed often the sum due was dependent on the honesty of a storekeeper
who was unlikely to be with the station for very long. We did not
witness any cases of dishonesty. However, our limited ability to com
municate with the Aboriginal workers was an impediment to obtaining
an accurate picture of all employment conditions.
Most stations added a percentage to the cost of the goods sold in the
store even though this was contrary to the Wards Employment Regu
lations. We were not able to determine, however, if the stated prices
were the ones actually charged to Aborigines in the rather clumsy
purchase procedures mentioned on p. 78. Obviously there were many
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opportunities for the storekeeper to overcharge his illiterate clientele.
If the Aboriginal work force were paid a larger cash wage, clearly
the administration of the store could become a focal point of friction,
possibly giving rise to difficulties not unlike those which have happened
in the so-called ‘company towns’ and other areas where workers rely
on their employers for the provision of the small luxuries of life. Control
of the store available to Aborigines frequently depended on the personal
whim of the management. In many cases we found that stations did not
stock sweets or soft drinks as the management did not consider these
proper articles for the natives. Sometimes management took a different
approach and encouraged purchase of items with a popular market
appeal, and not infrequently a high profit mark-up. In other situations
the station storekeeper took it upon himself to determine the need for
any particular purchase by the Aborigines.
However, we found that Aborigines were spending their money
reasonably intelligently, albeit under supervision and with restricted
fields of purchase. Normally money went to items to boost the taste
of their otherwise dull diet. Sweet goods were in great demand. Purchases
of tinned fruit and juices appeared to be rising rapidly. The purchase of
canned baby foods also seemed somewhat incongruous in the impover
ished circumstances under which most of the work force lived.
SAVINGS

In connection with our inquiries concerning stores we made reference
to savings amongst Aborigines. Twelve of the stations visited stated
that some Aborigines saved voluntarily. In other cases, as explained
above, there was a form of compulsory saving.
Further evidence of savings in the Aboriginal community was seen
during the regular visits of hawkers. Many of these traders carried goods
primarily designed for the Aboriginal trade. They included colourful
shirts, loose cotton dresses, stockman’s clothes, etc.
The general feeling of managements was that the hawkers exploited
the Aborigines’ ignorance of comparative prices. However, the fact
that they were patronised at all was evidence of the workers’ desire for
a wider variety of goods and the fact that money was ‘hoarded’ for
special occasions.
DRINKING

ON

STATIONS

Whilst on the subject of stores it is also convenient to discuss the problem
of alcoholic liquor on cattle stations. We asked:
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W ould you allow Aborigines to drink on your station ?

24
No
3
Yes
No answer—or had not
3
been considered
The Northern Territory Legislative Council passed a law in 1964
which allowed full-blood Aborigines, for the first time, to drink under
circumstances similar to those of other citizens.30 However, contained
in the legislation permitting Aborigines to purchase liquor were conditions
which effectively limited the very rights they had been granted.31
As shown some 90 per cent of the Northern Territory’s Aboriginal
population lived either on cattle stations or government settlements
or missions. It was in these areas that the Legislative Council restricted
the extension of drinking rights.
Under the 1964 Act cattle station proprietors were given the right to
declare their stations ‘dry’. This necessitated the notification of the
Administrator in Darwin of their intention to do so, and the erection of
notices on the main roads entering the homestead area that it had been
so declared. These notices stated that the property had been declared ‘dry’
and that it was an offence for a person to bring alcoholic beverages onto
the premises without the permission of the owner.
Those stations which had so declared themselves ‘dry’ only intended
the notices to be applied to Aboriginal workers and to those who would
trade with them. Not only did the white staff drink behind the barriers,
but often in full view of the less privileged Aboriginal employees. Only
on two stations during our survey did we find drinking banned for both
white and black workers. In only one case did we meet a manager who
believed that this also applied to himself.
This is not to say, however, that Aborigines did not drink. It meant
only that in practice it was more expensive for them to obtain a drink.
We were reminded of this on several occasions.
We arrived at one station late at night and mistook the road to the
native camp for the road to the homestead. The manager informed us
that he had seen us but thought that we were probably ‘running grog’
and had accordingly ignored our intrusion.
At another station, where drink was theoretically banned, the cook
ran a flourishing ‘black market’ traffic in various alcoholic beverages. His
trading was carried out in an overt fashion, encouraging one to reach
30 Northern Territory, Licensing Ordinance, No. 35 o f 1964.
31 Ibid., S. 6.
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the conclusion that his actions had the approval of the management.
I was unable to determine the price charged to the Aborigines for the
drink.
Outside the properties many managers had agreements with store
keepers and road house operators not to supply alcohol to their Aboriginal
workers. In isolated communities a threat of non-patronage from an
important customer was often sufficient to keep the store in line. Not all
stores and road houses, however, accepted such pressure, and occasionally
liquor was supplied regardless of the feelings of the nearby managers.
In many places within the Northern Territory the police interpreted
the licensing laws as they considered the demands and problems of race
relations required it. In the towns it was unusual for whites to be arrested
for drunkenness, whereas it meant certain gaol for an Aboriginal. Even
police of high rank added their own variations to the laws when they
were called upon to interpret them. Invariably the decisions led to
Aborigines being deprived of their newly gained rights.32 This was
either by publicans refusing to serve them or police harassment on
public or licensed places.
But where it was dispensed to Aborigines, alcohol was often supplied
under conditions not applicable to white clients or at inflated prices.
Consequently, even the amber fluid—often the basis of bonhomie and
comradeship—was not freely available.
SUBSIDIES

The questionnaire included a section on the desirablity of subsidies and
the various methods of administration. Persons interviewed recorded
their preferences for subsidies in the following order:
Housing
12
Education
12
Rations
8
Health
8
No answer
6
Not in favour of any
subsidies
5
Wages
2
32 See Australian, 2 July 1965, ‘Australia’s Deep N orth’. A roadhouse keeper in the Northern
Territory, describing a dispute which had arisen between various Aboriginal drinkers on the
evening before my arrival, said that he had informed the police that the next time anything
o f a similar nature occurred he was going to shoot the first ‘bloody black fella’ he saw. He
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HOUSING

The reply in relation to housing brought forth considerable discussion.
Station managers wanted to know who would own and maintain the
buildings. Some rejected the suggestion of housing subsidies by stating
that they would encourage increased intervention by government
agencies and they were therefore opposed.
At the beginning of this study I referred to the standards of accommo
dation established by the Wards Employment Regulations in 1959. In
1965 only three of the thirty stations visited could be described as having
attained a standard approaching the minimum requirements.
The rest of the stations varied from no shelter at all (except for the
issue of tent flies), to rudimentary shacks pieced together by their inhabi
tants from scrap iron left lying around the homestead. Normally, struc
tures of garage-like proportions and manufacture predominated. With
few exceptions these had earthen floors and it was difficult to decide
whether more people were housed in these or the scrap-heap-like wurlies
by their side. Most of the accommodation could be described as primitive
and disgusting.
When we questioned the managers on their legal obligations in this
respect many replied that they had ignored the Regulations as the Welfare
Branch was unable to house their own people any better and conse
quently were unlikely to take any action against them.
Although the Annual Reports of the Welfare Branch as far back as 1959
mention ‘little progress [is] being made’, no employers had been prose
cuted for violations.
Training in the use of housing facilities would appear to be a basic
part of any assimilation program.33 The failure of the Welfare Branch
adequately to deal with this problem on their own settlements, and the
abandonment of any attempt to implement the law on cattle stations,
would make it seem as though little or no progress had ever been con
templated in this regard.
Even provision of crudely decent toilet facilities was ignored. It was
common for the latrine, if there was one, to be at least 500 yards from
the native shacks. In such circumstances the Aborigines were in the habit
said that the police agreed with him that it was probably the only way to handle the situation
but requested that he should try and shoot him in the legs. The roadhouse keeper replied
‘I’ll bloody well shoot alright—and who knows where I’ll hit the bastard’.
33 A start in this direction was made in 1969 through the appointment of this first ‘com
munity adviser’ on cattle stations. Northern Territory Administration, Press Information,
25 November 1969, No. D-82.
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of defecating immediately outside their homes. Otherwise, they would
retire to the nearest creek bed or depression which, in the north, was often
used during the ‘wet’ as a source of drinking water for the camp. 34
Where kitchens were not provided meals were prepared on a simple
bush fire. Only three station camps had running water. In other locations
it had to be carried from the homestead, sometimes over a quarter of a
mile distant.
In few cases were means of artificial light provided. In only one
instance was the native camp linked to the homestead power supply.
Except in three cases no furniture of any kind was supplied. Occasion
ally blankets were issued. Sleeping habits normally followed the
traditional line with all the members of the family huddled together on
the ground with dogs scattered in between.
When attention was drawn to the degrading circumstances, one was
met by the retort that the Aborigines do not know any better, and would
destroy any type of white facility provided for them.
However, experience on those stations which had endeavoured to
solve this problem indicated that the position was more a result of the
lack of managerial concern than the destructive behaviour of the Abori
ginal employees. Aborigines on the three stations that provided furniture
did live in reasonable surroundings and, in Queensland, where standards
of Aboriginal workers’ accommodation were policed, the alleged
destructiveness of the workers was not apparent. Employers undoubtedly
found it convenient not to provide even the simplest requirements for
human decency.
EDUCATION

The replies to the inquiry into education indicated considerable dissatis
faction. Most managements realised that there could be little progress by
their native population without education, and were prepared to
co-operate in its introduction. Many were openly critical of the little
which had been done up to that date.
This is not to suggest that all station managements were prepared to
co-operate in the introduction of an educational system. One station
visited refused to have anything to do with the Welfare Branch and in
particular their school system. The manager, accordingly, had organised
private tuition for a number of white children on the property and the
31 On the educational aspects of sanitary systems, see C.M. Tatz, ‘The Relationship Between
Aboriginal Health and Employment, Wages and Training’ in I.G. Sharp and C.M. Tatz (eds.),
Aborigines in the Economy, Jacaranda Press, Melbourne, 1966, pp. 51-68.
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children of an Aboriginal leading hand. He charged each family .£5 per
week for the service.35
A Welfare Branch teacher on another station informed us that his
relationship with the management was quite strained and that he had
been refused permission to use the station facilities of power and water
although there was ample in both cases.
RATIONS

The favourable response to the continuation of subsidies for rations
reflected the current administration policy of support for the pastoralists’
activities in this area. All stations receiving benefit under the scheme
approved of its continuation. It is interesting, however, that it was
accorded lower priority than education and housing.
HEALTH

Counsel for the Employers: W hen you select a num ber o f Aborigines to go out to the
stock camp, are those you pick affected by what happens to them, in their attitudes
to w ork over the period o f the muster?
Cattleman: W e always feel that we [should] take one or tw o spares if we can get them
because the incidence o f getting ill is far greater than what it is among white[s].36

Answers to the questions concerning health were not particularly
succinct. The interviewers were poorly qualified to discuss the subject
and, with certain exceptions, the people interviewed were not sufficiently
qualified to report their experiences accurately. The result was that we
did not gain a great deal of information, and what was obtained must be
considered subjective.
Our overall impression was that one could not place reliance on the
replies that indicated that the stations were satisfied with the present
medical services.
The aerial medical organisation of the Northern Territory prided
itself on providing one of the most advanced services of its kind in the
world. This might well have been so but the actual condition of some
of their charges on the ground seemed to deny their claims. There was
ample superficial evidence that this was the case. The following points
arising from the survey are worthy of mention:
1. One station, with its own aircraft, stated that it found difficulties
in obtaining white employees because of the inadequate staffing of the
health services.
35 The Aboriginal concerned received
15s. per week.
36 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, p. 231.
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2. Our inquiries concerning native health brought many references
to sore throats, chest complaints, pussy ears, dysentery, malnutrition, eye
complaints, scabies, ringworm, trachoma and diarrhoea. The references
indicated that if these were being experienced in suburban situations
they would have been of virtual epidemic proportions.
3. There had never been a chest survey of Aborigines living on
cattle stations.
4. Only 20 per cent of the properties made regular demands on the
Flying Doctor Service on the periodical six weekly calls, although many
of the above problems were frequently experienced. Observation of the
work of this service indicated that there were no preventive health
measures undertaken, merely ‘salvage’ operations after illness had
developed.
5. A different standard of medical care was applied to Aboriginal
residents compared to that for Europeans.
6. The aerial medical service did not collate and publish adequate
statistics or allow independent observers to study their operations, which
indicated the caution with which they themselves viewed the situation.
7. The general pattern of work of aerial medical doctors did not allow
sufficient time for proper clinical inspection, or for the investigation
necessary for preventive medicine.
8. From a general visual survey the Aboriginal work force did not
look well. For example, a high percentage of Aborigines have the blue
smear of trachoma in their eyes; children wander around with obvious
nasal and ear infections; older employees still bear the marks of childhood
malnutrition, etc.
9. Jones, in his study of the demography of Aborigines in the Northern
Territory, referred to an infant mortality rate in Central Australia of
208 per 1,000 live births and commented that it ‘must be amongst the
highest infant mortality rates in the world’.37
10. The work of Gandevia, Maxwell, Kirke, Moodie, Kalokcrinos,
and Jose and Welch since the date of the survey has indicated that the
health ecology of Aboriginal communities in rural Australia presents a
picture o f ‘human waste and incipient “high output failure” ’.38
Although there was no information available on cattle stations to
indicate the standard of health, except from the process of selection of the
physically strongest individuals for the work involved, there seem few
37 Lancaster Jones, A Demographic Survey, p. 96.
38 P.M. Moodie, ‘Mortality and Morbidity in Australian Aboriginal Children’, Medical
Journal of Australia, vol. 1, no. 4, 25 January 1969, pp. 180-5.
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grounds for believing that the cattle station Aboriginal communities
were better off than other Aboriginal groups in the area. Obviously
Aboriginal living conditions gave rise to a high incidence of com
municable diseases and the epidemiological consequences of the environ
ment bore heavily on the resident community. However, it was difficult,
if not impossible, for a lay observer clearly to delineate the effect Abori
ginal ill-health had on the output of the employees. Longitudinal studies
on the impact of ill-health on output are rare, even in European circles,
but their potential contribution to the improvement of race relations in
the cattle industry of the Northern Territory appears fairly obvious.
The answers on the question of health subsidies conflicted somewhat
with the opinions of pastoralists as to the state of health services in rural
communities. Whilst on the one hand most people interviewed con
sidered that health matters were adequately and properly attended to,
eight stations stated that they wanted to see greater government subsidies
in this area. The inconsistency on this matter was because station managers
and owners believed that their wives should be paid for the medical
services that they rendered to the Aborigines. Consequently, although
there was only little demand for an improvement in the provisions made
for health services (a response which seemed to be inconsistent with the
condition of Aboriginal health), requests were made for the remuneration
of white housewives, many of whom were either paid direct by the
company or, at least, provided taxation advantages in the case of owner
managers.
WAGES

It was suggested that if equal wages were to be paid by the stations,
and Aborigines were proven economically inadequate to such award,
then the government might consider making up the difference between
their real worth and the Award rate. It is interesting that practically
every station rejected this suggestion as being cither impossible to
administer, or undesirable.

6

T HE S T A T I O N C O M M U N I T Y

H P he fabric of any system of industrial relations is not woven entirely
A from the opinions of employers. The feelings and thoughts of the
employees, their pattern of, and incentives to work, their communal life
and integration with the environment, providing both the purpose for
and the reason to labour, are equally as important as the employers’
understanding of the situation. In certain circumstances the thoughts and
desires of the management might be secondary to the other factors with
which it has to deal. Indeed, the very attitude of management itself may
be one of the conditioning factors which affect the character of life and
provide one of the boundaries within which the employee has both to
exist and to earn his living. When men work in isolation, and are entirely
dependent on each other for survival, relationships are often developed
which have no parallel in more diverse societies.
More commonly, however, the circumstances simply magnify those
aspects of dependency between the parties inherent in any industrial
system. The absence of alternative social and economic outlets and
restraints provides management with greater opportunities to develop
patterns of control which would not be tolerated in a broader community.
The employee, in turn, may respond to the changed relationships either
by increased application to his work in an endeavour to serve short term
objectives to remove himself if he feels them too restraining, or by
devoting himself to increased union or employee associational activities
in an endeavour to counteract dependence on management if he is com
mitted to staying in the area a long time.
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Where neither of these two adjustments can be achieved accom
modation must be mental. This occurs through an acceptance of the
pattern of total dependence. If there is no practical alternative but to
continue working and living in total confinement then the individual
must become subservient to it, and accept whatever advantages and
restraints it offers.
The fact that most Northern Territory cattle stations have developed
in isolation needs little emphasis. Even today, in the age of four-wheel
drive vehicles and modern ‘beef roads’, many of them are several days
journey from the nearest urban community. Because of this, and the
extraordinary rights which were extended to station managements to
operate outside the confines of industrial law, as it was known to other
Australian citizens, the insularity of the communities was even further
emphasised. For outside the rule of law and the restraint which may be
placed on personal excesses by strong communal opinion, individuals
have frequently made an impression on dependent people in conflict with
their normal behaviour in more diverse society.
A prominent and authoritative commentator on Northern Territory
affairs recently summed up this phenomenon in the following way:
Dislike, distrust and maltreatment have regrettably survived away from the towns,
notably on pastoral properties. A few enlightened station managements have given
Aborigines a fair go. The majority—and they include some of the world’s wealthiest
people—still regard Aborigines as less than human chattels.
I believe much of this stems from a sense of guilt. I would not like to be leaving the
Northern Territory troubled by the kind of conscience that must burden those who
have exploited the Aborigines most, and yet have done least to help them.
Aboriginal girls have been used as bait for white men in the outback for as long
as I can remember. Recent episodes of this have led to murder.
But the skills of native stockmen, the backbone of the cattle industry and often the
husbands of these girls, have been disputed and decried, even in situations where the
properties concerned could not have carried on without them.
There has been meanness, malevolence and lack of charity unequalled in few civil
ised societies.1

Reports of this nature made it necessary to look at the employee’s total
situation before appreciating the employer’s consideration of his value to
industry. To enable some degree of comparison to be maintained between
the employer’s response to our series of interviews, consideration of the
employee’s position will be treated in similar, although not identical,
categories.
1 Douglas Lockwood, ‘Goodbye to God’s Best Country’, Sydney Morning Herald, 2 November
1968. ‘
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Map 4. One of King Ranch Pastoral Co.’s properties, Brunette Downs, 4730 sq. m. One of
the smaller and better developed Northern Territory Properties. Approximately half of
internal fencing shown. Internal areas not to scale.

PHYSICAL LO CA T IO N

To assist in making the station buildings as flood-free as possible, most
Northern Territory homesteads are situated on a hill or a small rise. The
outbuildings and the Aborignal quarters are scattered around the slope in
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no particular order, unless it is that machinery sheds and garages dominate
the higher ground to the exclusion o f the indigenes’ camp.
As most elevated areas in the ancient geology o f the Territory have
resulted from the residue of ironstone outcrops, the soil is frequently a
combination of rock slivers and powdery ironstone dust. Other than being
flood-free the sites rarely have any attractions, with the exception of the
possibility of proximity to fresh water. The advantage o f this has been
considerably reduced by access to underground artesian sources.
Socially, however, the need for an elevated position does have an
important bearing on the lives of the people—particularly the Aborigines.
Any natural advantages in the location are dominated firstly by the home
stead, secondly by the machinery sheds, thirdly by the white employees’
quarters and lastly—almost as an afterthought—the Aborigines.
Anyone who has travelled in the normally arid north, where approxi
mately nine months of the year are passed in what would be considered
as a blistering summer by European standards, knows that even a modicum
o f advantage taken from the prevailing wind or natural shade can lift the
daytime hours from inferno-like conditions to those that can be margin
ally tolerated. But universally it is the European buildings which are
situated to collect the breeze, or to take advantage of the limited shade
which appears on the rocky outcrops. If there has not been sufficient soil
cover to sustain any plant life other than the straggling scrub, considerable
energy was spent in carting soil and planting shady trees. Given a combina
tion o f constant attention and the application o f water in massive
quantities, the wilderness can frequently be turned into an oasis of green.
Where white women were resident one normally found that the highly
cultivated quarter-acre lot was a condition for their presence.
The garden not only acted as a social centre for visiting whites, but
served as a necessary buffer to keep back the sea of dust which developed
around the unmade roads, cattle pads and paddocks o f the homestead area.
In white circles the influence of the homestead in the surrounding
district might be gauged by the developed state of its gardens and home
stead areas. The ownership of a tennis court, for example, ensured the
continued social attention o f the other properties. There were, of course,
different standards of European social equipment and decoration. These
ranged from highly elaborate barbecue areas (most favoured), to one
station which was proud of its collection of peacocks and pheasants
strutting around the fountain displaying their brilliant plumage.
The reward for the expenditure of all the time and money on the garden
area came in the height of the summer, when one could sit in the grounds
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surrounded by a sea of lawn or look out over the verdant quarter-acre
into the shimmering heat of the day. But out there, somewhere in the
billow of haze, and across a dusty paddock, was the area devoted to the
employees who were responsible for keeping the peacocks fed, the lawns
cut and the trees in bloom.
As often as not the area set aside for the Aborigines was marked off by
no particular division in the range which stretched to the horizon. For all
visual purposes it was part of the run, being used by milking cows and
pet horses in this way if the homestead kept such animals. Occasionally
quieter cattle would move into the area to nibble at patches of grass and
to be chased away by a flurry of dogs.
None of the stations visited had tried to improve the physical circum
stances of their indigene staff in any way in keeping with whites’ facilities.
The area of most Aboriginal camps gave the impression of being
completely neglected by the management. Occasionally there was
evidence that improvements had been planned in the form of shade trees
or other decorative features, but interest in them had been abandoned for
many years. In some situations individual Aborigines endeavoured to
develop garden plots but the ravaging sun and the lack of ready access to
water usually frustrated their efforts. However, frequent attempts were
made and persisted with over considerable periods of time only to be
beaten by the energy needed constantly to carry supplies of water a great
distance in kerosene tins slung across the shoulders on a sapling.
At none of the stations visited was it conceivable that the knowledge
gained by the Aborigines in developing the homestead gardens could be
turned to their own advantage. Where there might have been a chance of
this—and in some locations serious endeavours had taken place—the
results were primarily decorative in nature and rarely fruitful.
The only stations visited which displayed interest in their overall
responsibilities, including the maintenance of the Aboriginal camp,
limited their attention to forcing the inhabitants to keep the area clean.
Even in this only four or five of the stations visited made the effort. All it
meant in fact was an insistence on the normal standards of hygiene—that
garbage be buried; that the papers and debris which accumulate in almost
every human situation be kept to a minimum; that defecation take place
in the allocated areas and that a reasonable degree of respect be shown for
station property in the form of the rudimentary galvanised iron sheds
which had been erected for winter shelter. The standard of maintenance
given to these areas might be judged by the fact that the Aboriginal huts
were rarely painted.
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The contrast between peacocks in full plume and the crude provision
made for the accommodation of the native work force seemed generally
typical of the small importance attached to the physical circumstances of
the employees primarily responsible for the industry. Indeed, the social
and economic gap existing between management and labour on properties
in the Northern Territory must have very few parallels throughout the
world. For whilst the masters at some stations sat down to dine in virtual
baronial splendour, being waited on by up to as many as six highly
trained domestics, occasionally decked out in monogrammed aprons and
caps, the husbands and children of the maids sat in the dust picking at the
offal from their disgusting pottage and eventually crawling into ‘dogkenncl-likc’ structures to sleep.
Even apart from the obvious physical demonstration of Aboriginal
subservience very little opportunity was allowed to pass to demonstrate
the menial nature of the indigenes’ position. For example, one large
property visited possessed an Indian style punkah. Every mealtime an
Aboriginal woman was allocated the task of pulling the cord which
waved the bat-like fan over the heads of the dining whites. Depending on
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the manager’s state of sobriety, but at least once every mealtime during
my several visits, the chief executive of the ranch screamed out at the top
of his voice: ‘More fucking gin power. More fucking gin power’. This
was normally followed by an explosion of laughter from the head of the
table and a degree of self-conscious mirth from the assembled guests.
The punkah wallah by this time was in a lather of sweat and the beads of
perspiration were seen trickling down her spindly arms and across her
emaciated face. She in turn gave a rather pained smile and looked down
at her bare feet.
The experience with the punkah wallah typified the standard of
respect normally displayed to Aboriginal female staff on properties in the
Northern Territory. It was rare to witness the same degree of social
decorum used in the presccnce of white women being extended to female
Aborigines. Indeed, there was normally a proliferation of obscenities and
crude gestures whenever they were present. At times this did not stop
short of the protagonist physically interfering with the employee.
Similarly, domestic staff were the constant object of buffoonery which
varied from station to station with the personality of the manager. It was
unusual to witness an Aboriginal female employee being accorded the
full credit for her accomplishments in the homestead although white
women were more appreciative of their assistance than the men.
THE
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As is common with many rural pursuits the habits and demands of the
work dominated the pattern of life. In the Territory, however, the very
harshness of the climate tended to stretch the long work day even further.
On most stations breakfast was served between 6 a.m. and 6.30 a.m. The
waking hour of the Aboriginal employees who prepared the breakfast
was, of course, even earlier.
I11 the cattle camp the day began at 4 a.m. as the cook stirred to start
the substantial meal for the workers who were planning to make the most
of the coolness of the ‘piccaninny’ dawn. Only the depths of the Territory
winter changed the pattern. The chill south winds were enough to in
timidate even the hardy.
On most days the employees working cattle were seen stumbling
around the bush in the dark, waiting for the first glimpse of grey so that
they might unhobble the horses and ride to the herd. A common sight in
winter during these dawn exercises was the cattlemen sitting on the fence
of the horse paddock, their posteriors protruding over the rail, puffing
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disconsolately at cigarettes and occasionally slapping their numbed hands
together to encourage circulation.
Once the horses were saddled up they rode throughout the day
mustering, throwing, branding, spaying and culling. Invariably the hearty
breakfast was followed by a substantial ‘smoko’ around 9.30 a.m. By
10.00 a.m. the flies had appeared, buzzing into the nostrils, humming
around the cars and settling at the corners of the eyes in an endeavour to
deposit the eggs which would break out into painful trachoma or some
other minor, but nonetheless irritating, infection.
Lunch was normally taken with the flies and probably a load of dust
and debris sifted up and deposited on the plate by an inopportune ‘willy
willy’.
In the hotter summer months lunch was taken over a two hour break
as the men propped themselves up against trees or lay under scraggy
shrubs in an endeavour to escape the heat.
Except for the days on which fresh beef was brought into the camp
most of the meals consisted of salt beef which was cut off in great hunks
from its repository under wraps in a hessian bag. The food supply was
either thrown under a tree—frequently to pick up dirt, leaves and ants—
or hung in the low branch of a tree if there were dogs around. As
an alternative the Aboriginal stockmen would endeavour to make the
fresh beef supply spin out as long as possible, even devouring it with
relish almost up to the stage of putrefaction or throwing it into a pot on
an open fire, adding flour, and making a crude stew. As green vegetables
were rarely witnessed, only potatoes, salt and flour were added to the
pottage. A simple damper, cooked under similar circumstances, com
pleted the meal.
The cooking was normally done by an Aboriginal taking his turn from
his fellow employees. The food was doled out in a disconsolate fashion, or
individuals helped themselves to a plate full of the frequently disgusting
looking mess. Even with the most skilled attention salt beef is rarely
appetising. If the camp had been away from the homestead for a long
time a ‘killer’ would be taken from the herd and proficiently butchered—
to be eaten fresh or salted down; the offal would go to the invariable
collection of camp dogs. If a neighbour’s beast could be found amongst
the stock, there was rarely any hesitation in supplementing the diet.
By 2.00 p.m. it was back in the saddle again and riding into the herd
until only the lateness of the hour and the failing light brought the camp
boss to call a halt. Sometimes the workers, both black and white, spent as
long as fourteen hours in the saddle.

On receiving their allocated share of the inevitable beef the Aboriginal
workers settled on their swags, crouched on their haunches or on a rock
or stump some distance from where the head stockman was eating alone.
Rarely was there a camaraderie leading to the sharing of the meal, or the
exchange of intelligence and stories about the day’s work. The only
bridge to the social gap came through the strumming of a guitar or the
halting strain of a tune which knew no racial bounds.
In some camps the more compassionate head stockman offered his
fellow workers a tot of rum to ease the pain of exhaustion and to ensure
a deep and satisfying rest. With a light breeze rippling the mitchell grass
plains, or billowing the mulga in desert sails, the quick twilight broke out
the stars in a turquoise heaven of startling depth. Sleep came quickly and
easily.
On the larger stations there were two or three cattle camps of up to
twenty men, complete with cook and camping facilities, at various points
of the property. Normally the camp boss was white but the majority of
workers were black.
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Occasionally they would split up into smaller groups or individuals
would be detailed to ride into the hills to round up stock. The boss
selected his workers, gave them general instructions, and nominated an
experienced hand as leader. Less frequently the camp foreman approached
his most respected employee, discussed the problems of the day with him
and assigned him to a task, letting him pick the men he needed for the job.
Most experienced cattlemen we spoke to considered that this was the best
way to ‘work’ Aborigines, as they normally picked friends or relatives
over whom the leader had some influence. Only infrequently was leader
ship dependent on tribal considerations. Those who ignored this rule often
complained about the difficulties of supervision and the inability of
Aborigines to supervise each other. Whites in this group also referred to
the ‘Abos’ in general terms and were rarely prepared to conceded
individual differences. Most of them also subscribed to the ‘tough’
approach referred to elsewhere in this report.
One other axiom concerning ‘working Abos’ also seemed to be clear.
Aborigines, like their white confreres, have great respect for physical
prowess. If a man could outmatch them in the saddle he could earn their
respect. If he could compete with them in the muster and throw a
difficult steer, he went up in their estimation. As one wizened old
Tcrritorian put it:
Ride with the Abos and you’ll have no trouble. But try and remain aloof and give
orders only and you’ll be headed for difficulty.

It is interesting to reflect that some of the gravest complaints about the
quality of Aborigines’ work came from the young ‘professional cattle
managers’ and not from the people who had grown up with them.
Only one person informed us that he would ‘bush all his blacks’ and
he was dressed in extreme ‘Western’ style, high heeled boots with
pointed toes, silk shirt with plaited scrolls and a ‘ten gallon’ hat.
Life as described above continued on the northern stations for eight
months of the year. In the south such activities were limited to the muster
period, with this being dependent on the season, but usually lasting about
two months. In both areas the remaining months were taken up with
yard building, fence construction and maintenance work. When working
the cattle the pattern continued seven days a week.
Only in the ‘off’ season was the traditional day of rest given. Even then
it was a six day week for all concerned; a six day week which might
involve 72 hours of the most exacting physical exertion.
It was little wonder that some managers mentioned to us that their
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native employees ‘started to become a bit edgy around walkabout time’.
They claimed they were more difficult to handle, less likely to take
instructions and prone to lose interest in the work at hand.
Prior to walkabout time the station work pattern swung over to the
jobs for which cattlemen claimed the Aborigines had less aptitude.
During this period there was increased demand for semi-technical skills.
Yard building had a degree of applied precision foreign to the Aborigines’
way of life. Fence building and pump maintenance often necessitated the
use of equipment which they did not understand and had never been
trained to handle.
But apparently there was some resistance experienced until the
employees were released for their vacation. Conveniently for the station
managements this period coincided with the season in which it was
impossible to work cattle.
In many cases the workers went off' to sec their relatives on other
stations, or to take part in some ceremonial activity on a government
settlement. Alternatively they visited areas and stations in the north which
have taken on the aspect of holiday camps. Sometimes the attraction was
the geographical environment of the people permanently resident there.
Victoria River Downs Station was an example of the latter. On this pro
perty the walkabout population was sometimes as high as 500 people.
Borroloola, on the Gulf, also seemed to be taking the role of the
‘Blackman’s Brighton’. Stations on the Barkly Tablelands often drove
their workers to Borroloola for the ‘wet’. The trucks were loaded down
with food, camping gear and happy children.
The less thoughtful managers would simply ‘turn the Abos loose’.
By this they meant that they would not want them for some months and
considered that their responsibility was ended. In many cases the manager
or owner flew south or to the Queensland coast for the summer, leaving
the station unattended, or with one white stockman to act as caretaker.
Provisions may or may not have been brought in to cater for the Abori
gines’ mess during the high rainfall months. Possibly the Aborigines
themselves would not stay around the homestead but set out for some
more attractive spot on the property. Frequently the need to move was
brought about by the craving for a better nutritional balance built up
after 8 to 10 months on ‘white man’s tucker’. They would stay in the
chosen spot until the monsoon front pulled back.
In very few cases were we informed of any planned activity on the
part of the cattle managements to cater for these holiday periods. In a few
cases the workers were paid. Some had part of their wages compulsorily
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withheld during the year so that they would have money for walkabout.
Others were given a supply of food which might or might not be
sufficient to see them through the ‘wet’; yet others were simply turned
loose to survive as best they could.
One bookkeeper informed me that a common method of cutting down
station wages bills was to pay for a shorter period of employment than
that actually worked by the Aboriginal staff. In the absence of any check
by authorities, the continuance of the truck system in the company store
and illiteracy on the part of the natives could lead to this obvious abuse.
Such was the pattern of life of the majority of Aboriginal workers.
Childhood for them ended as early as nine years of age.
At this stage they could be expected to start to learn ‘the cattle
business’. This could mean helping in the cattle camp by collecting fire
wood and ‘boiling the billy’, or riding as assistant to the station foreman
to open and close gates.
On several occasions managers made reference to ‘the few youngsters’
they had on their books. When asked what they paid them they answered
‘a few bob—at least it keeps them out of trouble’. By the age of twelve or
thirteen it was expected that the boy wanted to learn more about the
cattle business and would be doing so. It was then that he was lifted into a
saddle to undertake an increasing load of the complex skills of ‘working
the herd’.
Rates of ‘pay’ rose from the ‘few bob a week’ to around 30s. at the age
of sixteen, and, if he showed signs of skill and courage, he was drawing
full pay of £ 3 per week by the age of eighteen.
He would normally stay on this sum until he became too old to ride
cattle. If he was well thought of the management might find him a form
of sinecure around the homestead. At first it might be chopping wood.
He might later graduate to garden work. In this activity he could take
his own time to train a hose on straggling citrus trees and pull out an
occasional weed.
If the management was not so kind he disappeared into the oblivion of
the native camp, to idle away his life living on what food was provided
and remaining dependent on the benevolence of his relatives for the
simple joys of ‘Nikky Nikky’ (tobacco) and ‘Crog’ (alcohol).
The only alteration to this pattern was when the station drew his
pension. As explained elsewhere what he received in cash was dependent
on the generosity of the management.
Relief in the end probably came from a bronchial infection and its
aftermath—a simple bush grave.
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There was no clear pattern presented in the employers’ response to our
inquiries concerning their recent employment of Aborigines. The
majority said that they continued to employ the same number in recent
years as in the past. The balance of the responses to the interviews were
equally divided between those employing more and those employing
less. The figures presented early in the study showed that in recent years
there seems to have been a reduction of about 1,000 in the number of
people offering themselves for employment on cattle stations in the
Northern Territory. However, this could have been the result of two
factors. One was the drought in the Centre and the other the location of
the government settlements.
Normally, settlements have been set up in response to a clear demand
for relief in the area selected, and not established in any way to act as a
magnet to attract labour away from the cattle industry. It might be noted
that the majority of settlements were situated in Central Australia where
there had been a vast reservoir of Aboriginal labour surplus to the
requirements of the cattle industry. Where there had been continuing
employment opportunities for Aborigines the Welfare Branch had not
found it necessary to establish provisioning centres. Indeed, in the northern
part of the Territory there were only two Welfare settlements operating
which had any bearing on the cattle industry. One was at Bcswick, north
of Katherine, and the other was at Hooker Creek.
The settlement at Bcswick was established to provide accommodation
for the people who had originally congregated in the area during the
operation of the Maranboy tin and gold mines.2 It also contained a
considerable number of families which had been compulsorily repatriated
to country areas out of the various towns of the north.
Hooker Creek, to the south-west of Wave Hill Station, was established
in 1961 in an endeavour to relieve pressure on the Central Australian
settlements. Consequently it was inhabited by mainly Central Australian
and desert people, although some of the previous employees of the
Victoria River District stations were becoming resident.
Except for Central Australia the Welfare Branch settlements were not
conveniently located to attract the majority of employees in the cattle
industry.
2 A partly accurate account of the establishment o f the Beswick Aboriginal Reserve is included
in the publication of that name issued by the Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory
Administration, May 1965.
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This aspect of the Welfare Branch system was both a reflection of the
demands for their services and a result of the determination of Aborigines
resident on the stations to continue in their employment. Indeed, most
station Aborigines viewed the possibility of residence on settlements with
dismay. Two reasons appeared to be at the base of this rejection of the
alternative of settlement life. One was distrust of the Welfare Branch,
and the other was a belief that the residents of settlements were not as well
off economically as the employees on the cattle stations.
This was supported by comments that people on the settlements
were not as well dressed as the cattle station employees, or that they lived
on ‘bush tucker’.
Aboriginal appreciation of the respective advantages of residence of
the two locations was reasonably in accord with the facts of the situation
as they were known to the writer.
Although official permission was denied, visits were made to all of the
settlements of interest to the survey. The Aboriginal residents were
obviously worse off than the employees on the stations. Settlement
Aborigines looked more unkempt. Their clothes were frequently second
hand items of doubtful European origin, and ill-fitting if new. Housing
was rarely better than on the cattle stations, and even where new facilities
had been provided they were frequently unsuited to the requirements and
left unoccupied.
One Aboriginal pensioner summed up his attitude to settlements by
stating that they might be all right for other Aborigines but not for him.
He did not like the beef. ‘They wanted me to stay there but I said no. I
am used to fat cattle. They are all poor . . . and dry like this.’ He demon
strated his last point by pulling at the age-wrinkled skin on his arms.
In financial terms the attraction of relocation at a settlement was
minimal. Wages, if paid, were determined on a haphazard and variable
basis, and were rarely greater than those which were paid on the cattle
stations. If, in theory, the cash wage was higher, settlement authorities
normally used a voucher or deduction system the end result of which was
that there was no appreciable difference between what was received ‘in
the hand’ on the cattle station and what was received ‘in the hand’ on the
settlements.
Although no research was done on settlement diet the existing sources
indicate that nutritionally Aborigines were worse off under government
care. 3 Although on some settlements the diet may have been better
3Tatz, Aboriginal Administration, pp. 153-9; Commonwealth Department of Health,
Dietary Survey o f Aborigines in the Northern Territory, 1946.
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balanced, it was substantially lacking in the protein foods which have
played a significant role in traditional Aboriginal society.
There was, consequently, no real attraction in the settlements, with the
exception of education. As Watts and Gallagher have pointed out,4 those
Aboriginal families who were appreciative of the benefits of European
education were leaving their children on the settlements whilst they
worked on the surrounding stations.
The towns, as well, hardly provided an attractive alternative. Most
Aborigines interviewed on the cattle stations looked askance at the
drinking habits and general social debility of town residents. Further,
with the exception of Darwin, the Welfare Branch had made no real
endeavour to develop communal facilities for Aborigines in the towns.
Both the Welfare authorities and the police harassed new arrivals and
even, occassionally, old residents. Further, various agreements existed
between government and private authorities to repatriate Aborigines
from Darwin against their will.
The response of the employers, therefore, was merely a reasonably
factual statement of the situation as it had existed over the years. The
Aborigines resident on the stations had been available for employment
and they had been engaged. For the purposes of this study the interesting
aspect of the situation is that they have continued to be employed. There
had been, apparently, very little fluctuation in the level of employment
of Aborigines although the official wage for the engagement of labour
had been increased by approximately 1,200 per cent in a period of fifteen
years. The significant factor was, of course, that the official remuneration
of Aborigines was still only approximately 28 per cent of the legal
minimum rate for whites and some 15 per cent of the ruling rate paid to
white workers in the industry. At the then current levels of remuneration,
at least, there had been no displacement of Aboriginal labour.
REPLACEMENT

OF A B O R I G I N A L

LABOUR

BY W H I T E S

As the industry was organised at the time of the survey it was impossible
to replace Aborigines entirely by white employees. This resulted as much
from the vital services that Aborigines provided for station managements
as it did from the poor supply of white labour available. Even where there
was a question of the possibility of paying Award rates at the European
level the station managements still considered that there was a vital role
for Aborigines to play in the industry.
4 Watts and Gallagher, Report on an Investigation into the Curriculum and Teaching Methods,
1964, pp. 6 and 16.
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The employment of Aborigines continued at a stable level although most
employers considered that they could get sufficient white labour. They
were, however, very critical of the standard and skill of the majority of
whites who were available for employment. The turnover of white
labour was an additional point of concern for management.
The reaction of white labour to the work environment was also of
considerable importance, as a favourable attitude to the job might have
tended to counteract any disadvantage in pay and conditions, as well as
assist in softening antagonistic racial attitudes through an overall allegiance
to the objectives of the enterprise. However, it was found that most white
employees interviewed were inclined to be critical of the conditions under
which they worked and the remuneration received considering the dis
advantage of the location.
Although the industry had attracted a certain type of person over the
years, to whom outdoor life, and cattle work in particular, was appealing,
their willingness to continue to pursue this calling was becoming
considerably affected by the growth of other occupations in the north
which were offering more money for similar types of work. The most
frequent source of alternative employment which was mentioned was the
mining industry, and plant and equipment operation in particular.
The isolation of the northern cattle stations seemed to be one of the
major disadvantages for people coming from more diverse communities.
It was claimed, on several occasions, that the confinement led to a
deterioration of the average employee’s social and career horizons until,
in the end, he ‘just couldn’t give a damn’:
Ringers5 are a funny breed . . . they do not really need a day off a week. If you have
a day off and lay on your back you’ve got time to think of your problems. Since I
have been here I have had days off but they don’t provide any facilities. You do your
washing and then you lay on your back and think—this is a lousy place; what am I
doing here?

One person who was interviewed claimed that he had not had a day
off for two months, although he was not particularly complaining about
it. He seemed to accept it as part of the job. But he was more concerned
about the aimless nature of the existence:
What do you have to look forward to?—the races and Christmas. For young blokes
there is nothing constructive to think about. I have received [journals] and things up
5 A colloquialism for a fully trained and proficient stockman.
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here but you just can’t get stuck into them. Things like the date—you just don’t care
any more. You are in your own little hole and there you are. Take yourself coming
along. To see you there and to have a yarn with you was like a bloke in the city having
a week off. This was really something to have a stranger come along.

In other cases whites showed an extreme fear of the isolation of the bush
and reacted strongly to assignments in which they might be separated
from companionship for weeks on end, or geographically by anywhere
up to 100 miles from the nearest station community. Secondary evidence,
in the form of stories of the strange reactions of whites who had worked
in isolation at the pumping stations attached to bores, was particularly
common. In several of these examples the white attendants were said to
have walked off their posts either to perish in an attempt to get back to
the homestead, or to disappear without trace.
It was significant that unreliability of Aborigines at pumping locations
was never mentioned as an employment disadvantage. For this reason, no
doubt, very few whites were employed as pumpers.
Indeed, it was noticed that those whites who preferred to work in
isolation on these jobs evidenced considerable mental instability. O f the
few white pumpers interviewed one became extremely irritable in
company and another had so developed the earthworks of his ‘turkey
nest b type tank that it was apparent that some form of hydrophobic
delusions were present. In yet another case one white attendant had
decanted sufficient pint bottles of oil to lubricate the pump for eighteen
months ‘in case no more oil came out from the station for a while’.
Given their affinity with the countryside, and their ability to survive
on native foods should they be isolated from the station for any time,
Aborigines were obviously much better adjusted to these locations.
The white employees in the industry were conscious of both the
dangers of cattle work and its exacting physical nature. However, most
were prepared to take the heavy physical demands of the industry as part
of its attraction. One person, for example, claimed that he had just
finished a long period of work in a stock camp. During that time his
weight had fallen from twelve stone to ten stone. But he claimed ‘I’m all
the better for it—I am solid—it’s tough work’.
But there were the gruelling and physically demanding sides which
bore heavily on the individual, forcing, it was believed, early retirement.
It was a matter of living on sedatives, one claimed.
BA ‘turkey-nest’ tank is so described because o f its appearance. Normally built in plains
country, the earth walls of the dam usually rise 20 or 30 feet above the surrounding country
side, holding anywhere up to 20,000 gallons o f water.
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When you’ve been in this game for years everybody’s got his scar marks. Sooner or
later your nerves have got to go. They don’t say you’ve got no guts or courage. All
they say is that his nerves have gone. I’ve had days where I have been belted around
so much that I didn’t care what happened to me. This is fair dinkuin.

However, the social and physical conditions created by management
were of considerable concern.
The trouble with most of the managers up this way is that they have only been used
to employing black fellas. They just don’t know how to treat a white worker any
more. Their wants are simple but do you think that they will provide them? N ot on
your life. Take the accommodation at [X station]; did you see it? Well, I wouldn’t
put my chooks in it. One bloke fell through the floor. All a ringer needs is somewhere
to put his head down and somewhere to say that he knows where his things are if
he goes out on the run for a few weeks. But in this place if you go out for a while
and come back in again some bloke will be in your bed and you will be lucky if you
can even find a mattress to sleep on.

Apart from the European accommodation, which management could
have readily assisted in making more attractive, the white station workers’
attitude to the racial mixture at his work was of: considerable importance.
Undoubtedly the problem of racial association was superimposed on the
general difficulty of the lack of common interests between literate and
illiterate people. One person summed it up by saying; ‘give yourself two
months in the stock camp with only black fellas and they’ll drive you nuts’.
From the rest of this particular person’s comments, however, he revealed
himself to be fairly liberal in his attitudes to Aboriginal workers as well
as in his appreciation of their value to the industry.
But generally the antagonism went further. After explaining a conflict
which had taken place on one of the stations between the manager and
white stockmen over the claim of an Aboriginal to become head stockman, my informant continued:
The whites jacked up. The management said that they couldn’t make him head stockman as he couldn’t attend musters. This is drummed into the ringers—the black fella
is nothing. Hate the black fella—you see these boys have grown up with Aborigines
they loathe them. They may not say that, but behind their backs they hate their guts.
For a white man to work under a black fella would be the lowest thing that could
happen to a man and yet some of the black fellas are fantastic stockmen and the
majority of wrhite men treat them as equals when they are working with them.
In a practical work situation you find that there is an equality of exchange—in
mustering, tailing and chasing. But immediately work finishes there is a social gap.
Now, take a mustering camp, handling wild cattle is one of the most dangerous games
going and needs mateship, when throwing a beast you need a mate there, and if
somebody’s going to get hurt a bloke will risk his life regardless of who he is and yet
he reckons he hates his guts. I’ve seen it in yards. A bull having cornered a fella and
ripping his guts out and he will risk his life for him.
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The European stockman’s opinion on the gap which developed between
Aboriginal employees and whites, on the completion of work, even in
isolated stock camps, was supported by native evidence. One Aboriginal
informant put it this way.
You teach em but they don’t want to live with you; they live a long way away when
you’re in the bush. When we finish work we have to make our own camp fire. And
when the tucker is ready we have to come in like ants all in a row—one after the
other—to get our food—and take it away and cat it.

Other evidence supporting the white stockman’s claims might be
found in the opinion of Aborigines that ‘managers don’t trust them’ as
well as in the almost universal practice of never allowing Aborigines to
ride in the cabins of station trucks. This practice continued despite white
knowledge that Aborigines were as clean as whites, if not cleaner than
most, in their personal habits.
Although employers in the industry considered that they could get
sufficient suitable white stockmen, employees were not quite as certain as
the management. As already indicated most believed that there would
have to be considerable improvement in attitudes and accommodation to
ensure continued attraction to the industry in competition with the
other expansion which was taking place in the north. Several persons,
including two union organisers, freely admitted that good all-round
station hands were no longer being attracted to the industry in sufficient
numbers to meet the demand. Aboriginal evidence also confirmed the
lack of all round skill of available European workers with the comment
that ‘they are unable to do all the jobs on the station’.
Apart from the limitations imposed by race contact and isolation, the
ease with which alternative employment could be obtained in the north
affected the attraction of employing Europeans. The short periods of stay
of most white station workers was undoubtedly a limiting factor to their
suitability for the industry. Except in cases in which a high level of
loyalty to the management was shown, the average length of tenure in
European positions was eight weeks. This hardly allowed sufficient time
for orientation and placed additional strain on the permanently resident
work force, mainly Aboriginal. This aspect of European unsuitability
was clearly recognised by Aboriginal informants:
Interviewer: Who are the best stockmen?
Aboriginal: Oh, the blackboy. You put him down here and he stays here all the time.
He’s here for a lifetime. W ork all the time, even on Sunday.

Finally, there was a fairly widely held opinion in the industry that
experience in other parts of Australia did not necessarily provide a person
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with competence in the cattle work of the Northern Territory. Because
of the vast size of Territory stations most of the cattle were wild and
‘tailing wild cattle is something which a green-horn can’t pick up. It
takes real skill, yes, real skill’.
The problem of white labour availability, and the respective level of
skills in cattle work, were clearly emphasised by the experience of one
employer shortly before our arrival at his station. He informed us that
following a dispute with his Aboriginal employees in which threats of
violence were used, he dismissed them all. He then tried to get sufficient
whites from the nearby towns to replace them. Although he was able to
obtain a full complement of men he ran into considerable difficulty with
them. The problems were partly the result of their lack of experience in
the industry and on the property in particular, and partly the result of
excessive drinking. In the manager’s words:
They were a bloody lot of no-hopers. I had to bush the lot of them as well and ended
up going into Katherine to apologise to my own blacks to get them to come back.
They only agreed to do so after I promised to improve their camp.
AVAILABILITY

OF S U I T A B L E

ABORIGINAL

LABOUR

Employers were of the opinion that suitable Aboriginal labour was
available. This is confirmed by the statistical position outlined earlier in
the study. Those answering in the negative were, however, critical of the
standard of Aborigines who had been recruited from the settlements.
As station labour was normally recruited from the resident population
the comment was only of limited significance. However, as the settle
ments have been established to assist in the task of assimilation their
value as training institutions, in the eyes of employers, was of some
consequence.
The settlement system in the Northern Territory provided very little
opportunity for Aborigines to become skilled in the techniques and art
of the cattle industry. Indeed, given the present educational arrangements,
the traditional skills of bushmanship were rapidly disappearing and were
not being replaced by white training of equivalent utility to the employer.
Although at some locations limited trade training was being extended
to indigenes the number of persons involved in these activities was hardly
sufficient to make any significant difference to the employers’ attitudes
to their employment.
The question of ‘suitability’ of any employee is, of course, fairly
subjective. However, the responses of the employers indicated that the
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present level of skills was sufficient for their purposes. This opinion was
also supported in interviews with head stockmen and employers in other
areas. For, although literacy was a basic necessity for persons enjoying
management status, such as head stockman, or storekeeper and clerk, it
was of no particular advantage to a stockman.
Satisfaction on the part of employers with both the numerical supply
and their suitability possibly accounts for the failure of the properties to
develop any training programs for Aborigines. The requirements from
this group of workers were fairly narrow and the skills which they already
possessed were adequate for their tasks. However, obviously broader
training would increase their flexibility in the station work force. At the
time of the survey there was apparently no provision for diversity of
training.
Aborigines were conscious of the fact that little opportunity was
extended to them to broaden their skills and as a consequence increase
their work value and opportunity. However, they questioned the
desirability of the formal education in the European sense as they could
see little or no positive advantage coming from it.
Whilst on the question of suitability it should be noted that the more
outstanding of the Aboriginal employees, group leaders and persons
employed in the post of the Aboriginal equivalent of head stockman,
were extremely critical of their relative position to whites in the industry
and treatment in relation to status, pay and housing.
ABORIGINAL

COMMUNITY

ATTITUDES

Although the attitudes of management to the value of their native work
force varied from station to station, from such diverse positions as ‘being
indispensable’ to ‘useless’, no station visited accorded the Aboriginal
community equality of treatment either amongst themselves or with
non-managerial European employees. It was noticed also that there seemed
to be no direct correlation between the manager’s appreciation of the
native work force and the conditions under which it laboured. For
example, one of the few persons interviewed who considered Aboriginal
employees indispensable and who stated that he would employ the same
number if they were granted European Award rates, did not provide
them with any form of shelter other than an occasional tent fly; nor did
he provide European food of any consequence. However, his appreciation
of their employment skills and loyalty was almost lyrical. There was,
however, very little connection between the attitudes of employers in
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appreciation of their native work force and the rewards accorded to it.
Paramount in this respect was food.
Undoubtedly the relationship between native employees and European
employers achieved greatest harmony where the food supplied to the
camp was adequate to its needs. Adequacy in this sense was normally
only conceived in terms of bulk and not dietary balance.
As has been described elsewhere (pp. 85-95) this diet was rarely
more than beef being supplied in sufficient quantities, although some
managements did support this issue with adequate sugar, flour and tea.
None of the stations visited attempted to provide the complete list of
provisions required by the Wards’ Employment Ordinance.
The importance of food ranked higher than shelter in indigene
preference. This needs little explanation when it is appreciated that
housing accommodation, in the normal Anglo-Saxon suburban sense,
was needed for only approximately four months of any one year. The
times of my visits also coincided with what might be considered the most
pleasant season in north Australia, although a limited time was also spent
in the area during both the most unpleasant winter months and the
enervating ‘wet’. Consequently, food was of more immediate importance.
It may have been of greater concern, also, because of the inadequacy of
housing provided.
The attitudes of both management and Aboriginal labour to accom
modation, however, stood out as being one of the more complex issues
of the relationships within the industry. Its importance was heightened
by the apparent partiality of Aborigines to most European-type foods.
For, whilst indigenes showed little reluctance to adopt white eating
habits when they were introduced to them, frequently regardless of the
standard of food, they obviously rejected the substandard European
accommodation.
Where European foods were offered in abundance there seemed to be
little resistance to their acceptance. Only occasionally was it noted that
difficulties arose where an entirely unknown food item was introduced
into the camp. The circumstances of its introduction and occasional
rejection were usually associated with the commodity being surplus to
white requirements, or in a state unfit—in white opinion—for con
sumption, and as a consequence it was thrown aside by the Aboriginal
residents as well. This was also normally associated with cither a lack of
knowledge of its treatment or inadequate facilities for its preparation.
In the main, the pattern of food supplied was unchanging. Rarely was
there any opportunity extended to the native work force to broaden their
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taste. The only opportunity open to indigenes to improve their diet was
achieved on those stations which operated a store with a wide range of
goods for sale. Here it was noted that items containing a high sugar
content or providing some particularly needed nutritional element, such
as canned baby foods, were in high demand. The effective level of cash
retained by the employee’s family, however, usually placed a low limit
of consumption on these items.
By far the most sought after items were biscuits, tinned fruit, dried
milk, cordials, juices and sweets. Canned or fresh vegetables, although
rarely available, were not given a high order of preference. However, the
level of dietary aspiration was low. The occasional access to a wider range
of goods was taken as a ‘treat’ more than a necessity. Indeed, there was no
method by which the average daily diet could be varied to any great
extent.
But whereas it seemed possible to overcome the social and economic
gap in relation to food merely by the provision of additional quantities
and varieties, together with limited instruction in their preparation and
use, the question of Aboriginal housing was demonstrated to be infinitely
more complex. Indeed, the needs of Aborigines for accommodation
remained one of the enigmas of the survey.
As mentioned above, the demands of the climate did not give rise to a
great need for housing in the European sense. It should be noted, also,
that any solution to the indigenes’ housing needs along traditional
European lines was more likely to add to their discomfort than to satisfy
the real needs for shelter in the tropics.
O11 the few stations which had made any endeavour to provide
accommodation in accord with the standards of the Wards Employment
Ordinance, the inhabitants seemed only casually interested in occupying
it. Invariably the shelters provided were used more for the storage of
personal possessions than for human protection. The only time during
which resort was made to the sheds provided was in wet weather. At
other times the discomfort of residence far outweighed its advantages.
In this respect it should be recalled that the standards laid down by the
Welfare Branch could be met by the provision of a galvanised iron shed
with little attention to cross ventilation or insulation. However, the white
section of the community had gone through a process of adaptation of
suburban design to meet their needs—at least in part. Rarely was the same
standard of thought applied to native accommodation, although this
could have been achieved at little more cost than the improvements
which had been installed in white houses.
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The design of the better constructed European homesteads featured
large verandahs and provision for cross ventilation. Management housing
concentrated firstly on elevated floor areas, and secondly on cooking
facilities which were well protected from the penetrating sunshine. In the
latter case removal of the cooking area to a region scaled from the light
assisted in excluding both dust and flies. It was noted that none of these
features had been adopted in Aboriginal housing. At best, the minimum
requirements for ‘sleeping’ accommodation were met on three stations.
Aboriginal cooking facilities on all stations were crude. These ranged
from the provision of a general cooking area, with an occasional clay
oven for the baking of bread, to the traditional stick fire outside the
Aborigines’ shed. In the first instance the general cooking area consisted
of an overhead shelter, an open brick fireplace with wire pot holders
strung invariably from steel fence posts or bore piping and a receptacle
for firewood.
On most stations it was the Aborigines’ responsibility to replenish
their own firewood supply. This task usually fell onto the shoulders of
the pensioners, women and small children, who frequently had to
scavenge for firewood up to three miles from the homestead. They then
bundled it together with a rope, swung it on to their backs and carried it
back to the camp.
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On none of the stations visited were there adequate ablution or fresh
water facilities. On six of the stations there was no fresh water supply
attached to the camp, and all the water used had to be drawn from the
homestead—in one case this was approximately half a mile away. Where
fresh water facilities were provided, they normally consisted of one
outlet for the entire Aboriginal community whose members lived up to
200 yards from the source of supply.
Where no fresh water was located near the Aboriginal quarters it was
noted that some families drew their supplies from the nearest convenient
source; in one case this was a cattle trough.
The practical effect of these depressing conditions meant that little or
no demand for improvement was evident. Even the best facilities provided
were substandard by any terms. Few of the facilities provided for
Aborigines on any of the stations could have been considered an improve
ment over their previous accommodation. It seemed to matter little if
you moved out of a ‘wurlcy’ constructed of scrap iron or trees and grass,
into a corrugated iron shed.7 Indeed, during most of the year it was found
that the ‘wurlcy’ provided greater comfort than the sheds designed to
meet the letter of the Wards Employment Ordinance.
There was little encouragement by management for the resident
Aboriginal groups to demand an improvement in their conditions.
One comment of management, which was frequently repeated,
concerned the lack of appreciation by Aboriginal communities of
attempts which were made by the management to improve their physical
circumstances. Case after case was mentioned where management had
endeavoured to provide improved facilities only to be frustrated by
Aboriginal neglect or apparent vandalism.
Aboriginal reaction to managements’ endeavours to improve their
conditions obviously had a cultural origin, which could have been over
come by education about the facilities.8 This was rarely attempted.
For example, two employers informed us that they had installed
septic toilet systems for their Aboriginal employees and that both systems
had broken down under use. No sooner had they got the system working
than it broke down again. One of the employers refused to give any more
attention to the matter, and just considered it impossible for Aborigines
to adjust to European habits in this way. The other analysed the problem
7 A ‘wurley’ is an Aboriginal shelter built from native trees and grasses. The walls or roof are
frequently strengthened with European scrap materials.
8 Tatz, ‘The Relationship Between Aboriginal Health and Employment, Wages and Training’,
pp. 51-68.
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more closely and found that it was a habit of Aborigines always to
deposit solid matter on human waste after it had been passed and, as
often as not, the most convenient item close at hand would be a stone.
Accordingly, they continued the same habit in the septic system and it
was soon clogged.
The employer who determined the source of this trouble convinced
his employees that the toilet paper he supplied had the same effect as
placing a stone on top of the waste, and accordingly overcame his
problem. The other had not contemplated the issue of toilet paper and
abandoned any attempt to keep the system working.
These two examples have been drawn specifically to show the
importance of demonstration in the learning process of illiterate people.
Unfortunately the opportunities for development of Aboriginal cultural
patterns were considerably hampered by the physical conditions provided
for them.
Apart from theory based on written language, or verbal instruction,
the learning process is limited to experimentation with physical devices
and encouragement, for example in the use of implements or materials.
In Aboriginal circumstances on Northern Territory properties, I did not
witness any attempt to instruct Aborigines in either employment require
ments or community affairs.
Yet another common feature of every Aboriginal camp on the stations
visited was the absence of virtually any type of civilised facility with
which they might experiment. Cooking utensils were limited to one or
two billycans per household, and an occasional frying pan. Frequently the
billycans were merely discarded jam tins with a wire handle threaded
through a hole in the side, which had been punctured with a nail. Some
stations refused to issue any cooking utensils at all. Rarely had any
furniture been provided. The most common mechanical device supplied
by the station was a carbide lamp. Occasionally one or two members of
the community possessed a kerosene lamp for which they normally found
difficulty in acquiring fuel. Only two of the stations inspected provided
electricity to the Aboriginal quarters. Although in one case the manager
frankly admitted that his generator had sufficient capacity to light the
whole area, he preferred the energy to run to waste, rather than to make
a moderate investment in electrical wire to improve vastly the comfort
of his employees.
The communities were, consequently, bereft of any of the appliances
of modern living whereby skills could be acquired, or the basal nature of
their existence elevated.

THE

STATION

COMMUNITY

129

A wife of one of the managers interviewed drew attention to this
aspect of the Aborigines’ position through the reaction of her trained
domestic staff on returning to the Aboriginal camp after having spent the
day at various chores at the homestead. Although they had completed
those duties to the entire satisfaction of the woman of the house, she was
amazed at the lack of endeavour on the part of her staff to transfer the
same standards achieved during the day to the Aboriginal camp at night.
The physical impossibility of accomplishing this seemed to escape her.
The women concerned took off their ‘homestead’ clothes at the end of
each day’s work and hung them in a shed. They then donned their loose
fitting second-hand camp clothes for the evening. On returning to work
in the morning they had a shower at the homestead, and dressed once
again in their neat clothes for the day’s work.
One further obstacle to learning from experience or example by
Aborigines on Northern Territory cattle stations was the social and
physical gap which had been created between the two communities. The
extent and nature of this gap varied from station to station, but was
noticed to exist everywhere visited.
To demonstrate this aspect of Aboriginal living it might be convenient
to study the ground plan of a typical northern station and consider the
opportunities for members of the Aboriginal community to be exposed to
white influences. The plan is a composite sketch denoting what might be
considered as a typical layout of a Northern Territory property. Although
it had features in common with several of the properties visited it does
not fully represent any of them. The general areas and locations of resi
dences were sufficiently common to represent the normal milieu of race
relations within the tiny communities scattered throughout the north.
In these situations there were, on an average, some sixty Aboriginal
residents and ten whites. Occasionally stations also accommodated a
number of half-caste families, which led a life somewhere in between the
Aboriginal and white community, depending on the attitudes of the
management towards them. Normally they were treated with more
consideration than the Aborigines; but unless they were children of one
of the European employees on the station, or of the manager or owner
himself, never as liberally as a white employee, regardless of their con
tribution to, or position on, the station.
Of the ten white residents seven were normally males and three were
females. Occasionally there were some very young European children
in residence as well, but most children were sent away to school by the
time they had reached the age of eight.
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Map 5. A typical Northern Territory homestead community, 1965. Distance between
homestead and Aboriginal camp halved.

The seven white males normally filled the functions of manager,
mechanic, bore expert, overseer, bookkeeper and jackeroo. The dis
tribution of these functions has been outlined earlier in the survey results.
As can be seen from Map 5, they lived mostly within a small perimeter
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around the main homestead buildings. Normally one or two of the white
employees, as well as the manager, lived on the station with their wives,
and married quarters were provided for them. They lived, however,
within close proximity to the rest of the European community. The
half-caste residents, if adult and specially favoured, were provided with
European type accommodation, normally of an inferior standard and a
considerable distance removed from the white complex. Occasionally
this was in the direction of the Aboriginal quarters, but this seemed to
depend more on whether the half-caste person was married to a full-blood
Aboriginal or not.
The function of the main layout of the homestead area was to produce
a convenient format for white employment and social intercourse, as
well as to minimise the cost of the distribution of water and electricity
services. In many cases the white enclave presented the image of a small
walled town within a jungle of gates and fences.
In the composite case under study a high brick wall had been built
around the western side of the homestead area, protecting it both from
the harsh afternoon sun and from the gaze of visitors and employees who
might be working in the public areas of the station yards. The inner
circle of the homestead area was protected on the north by dormitory
buildings and on the east by a tennis court and a tall clump of hedge-like
bushes. The offices, visitors’ quarters and homestead filled in the southern
side of the quadrangle.
Within this cluster of buildings most of the interchange of managerial
functions and delegation took place. It was the area from which Aborigines
—other than the domestic servants—were excluded, except for such rare
functions as the Christmas party.
Approaching the homestead area for an Aboriginal was strictly
conditioned by his function on the property. The presence of an indigene
in areas other than those authorised by management was frowned upon,
and in certain circumstances might attract punishment.
In the composite property under consideration only those Aborigines
who were officially on the pay-roll were allowed to come into the home
paddocks. Even then their movement within those borders was confined.
There was a well-worn track from the Aboriginal camp across to the
staff kitchen area from which they were fed. The only time that non
employees were allowed to traverse this road was once a week when their
rations were handed out at the kitchen door. They were encouraged then
to remove themselves back to the native compound.
Those male Aborigines employed by the station during the day
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assembled at the door of the staff kitchen and were handed out their
simple meal of bread and beef, or an occasional stew. This was taken
away some 20 or 30 feet outside the homestead area to be eaten. Frequently
they squatted on their haunches to eat, or leaned against the wall o f a shed.
Occasionally an oil drum or a convenient stump served as a crude table,
although I never witnessed the improvisation o f chairs. As knives and
forks were not provided, the food was cither picked up with the fingers
or between hunks o f bread.
As well as could be determined, quantities of food distributed to work
ing Aborigines in this way were never limited, as I witnessed several
cases where the employees asked for more and were readily served.
However, several complaints by Aboriginal employees concerning the
quantity of food dispensed at various stations were recorded during the
survey.
Single members of the white staff were served from the same kitchen
but across a small counter separating their dining quarters from the
cooking area. Regardless o f the inclement nature of the weather, and the
more than adequate areas devoted to the small white staff, Aborigines
were never allowed to take their meal in comfort.
The white staff table normally displayed bread and butter, a variety of
jams and other condiments, occasionally fruit, and the choice o f tea or
coffee. W hen available, the diet was broadened with greens in the form
of hot vegetables, or salads with cold meat. Quantities were never
restricted.
Following the early breakfast the manager or the white overseer
delegated groups of Aborigines to various tasks or they assumed their
accepted functions on the station. Nobody, however, seemed to be
allowed his choice of jobs. Most specialist tasks had been occupied by the
same person for some years. None of the Aboriginal workers on the
stations varied their jobs during the visits.
As with the immediate homestead area, the machinery sheds and stores
were ‘out of bounds’ to Aborigines and the only persons allowed to
approach them, except in the company of a European superior, or on
instructions, were the employees of the areas concerned. Consequently,
the movement and experience of an Aboriginal was very clearly limited
to his own specialist task. There was no possibility of transfer o f function
through the casual acquisition o f additional skills.
The geographical exclusion o f Aborigines from the homestead areas
even applied to children. In one case of note, the native children were not
supposed to be any closer to the station homestead than the border fence
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of the native camp. But, being children, they were frequently attracted
by the movement at the station and were intrigued, no doubt, by its
seemingly endless supply of food.
At one station I noticed that a number of children had begun to appear
around the staff kitchen during meal times although the manager had
informed me that this was strictly forbidden. Later during the visit I was
sitting with the manager in the kitchen at the rear of the homestead,
helping him to consume the usual case of beer which he allocated for the
European community’s daily thirst, when suddenly he sprang up from
the table and grabbed a shot gun from the top of a cupboard. He slipped
a cartridge into the breech and leapt out of the door bellowing at the top
of his voice. There was a scatter of bodies as adults and children alike,
raced for cover. He then discharged a shot into the air. He returned to his
beer at the kitchen table with the explanation: ‘That’ll keep the little
bastards away for a while’. As I lifted the neck of the cool bottle to my
lips and tilted my head back I could see the last of the juvenile intruders
scuttling back to the Aboriginal camp. The reaction of intruders and
staff alike made it seem as though this had happened before.
The special nature of the confinement of the Aboriginal group was
further strengthened by social distance. During my visits to many of the
stations, the European community made frequent cause for social inter
course. At the most common level it embraced a beer ‘on the house’ at
the end of the day, through to more formal functions including neigh
bours and interstate visitors. At none of the stations did I witness any
members of the Aboriginal community being included in these diversions.
The only concession which was made to any members of the Aboriginal
community was an occasional beer handed out to a half-caste stockman
at the kitchen door; he stood outside to drink it.
Social fraternisation between the racial groups during non-working
time was also discouraged. For example, at one station I was informed by
two jackcroos, who had been resident on the property for nine months,
that they had never been to ‘the blacks’ camp’ as the ‘boss would frown
upon it’. Both of these employees, however, displayed keen interest
when I informed them that the indigenes were making preparation for a
brolga dance corroboree, and expressed their desire to witness the
performance. Later that evening I saw them watching the dance from the
shadows of one of the Aboriginal huts.
On most stations the consumption or possession of alcohol by an
Aboriginal was taken to be a serious breach of discipline. Instructions on
this matter were either by management decree or through the posting of
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notices under the Northern Territory Licencing Ordinance. This gave
the management power to prohibit the possession o f liquor in the home
stead area. Regardless of management intentions, the Europeans on most
o f the stations drank to excess. This practice was normally condoned.
Although management endeavoured to maintain a social and geo
graphical barrier between the white employees and the native camp this
was frequently crossed. The usual motive on the white side was the
pursuit of sexual pleasure; such dalliance not being limited to employees
alone. The method and circumstances of social contact in this respect
were normally conditioned by alcohol, although an interview reproduced
elsewhere in this study clearly shows that the system also functioned
without this stimulant.
The attitude of management to sexual fraternisation in circumstances
where they frowned on any other form of social intercourse was interest
ing. At best they seemed to accept it as part o f the cost of isolation. On
some stations it was considered to be part of a process of social deteriora
tion of individuals who had been away from white female company for
too long—to be tolerated but not encouraged. In these cases any person
who had managerial aspirations usually reflected the manager’s attitudes
in his presence, regardless of his personal practices. In other circumstances
managers took a more proprietory interest.
In two cases during the survey it was noted that management actually
endeavoured to exercise discretion over the distribution of female
Aborigines to various white employees on the station. The rationalisation
of this process was that it assisted in decreasing the friction amongst the
white staff. At one station management approved of a white head stockman taking a thirteen year old Aboriginal girl as his ‘wife’. When I
questioned the propriety of the association I was informed that it was
‘better that way as he’d been knocking her off for quite a time’.
PRODUCTIVITY

OF A B O R I G I N E S

There was no evidence from either the first survey o f management
attitudes towards Aboriginal workers, or the second survey of employees’
attitudes to their fellow workers, to suggest that Aborigines applied them
selves at a lower level of endeavour in the positions for which they were
engaged. Indeed, careful study o f the results o f the survey—the literature
in the field as well as the observations of the Arbitration Commission—
clearly indicate that, as the industry was organised, Aborigines were at
least equal to European employees and some were superior.
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The only objective evidence before the Arbitration Commission
concerning the work performance of Aborigines resulted from their
inspections of properties in the Northern Territory. As might be imagined
the visits made by the judges were restricted to those areas on the station
where vehicle access was possible. None of the judges concerned was
able to witness the most productive aspect of Aboriginal skills—the
locating and securing of cattle so that the process of herd management
might be undertaken. On this aspect of Aboriginal performance there was
virtually universal acclaim.
In the more confined operations of the cattle yards, where Aborigines
did not have any particular preserve of skill, the court description of the
contribution of Aborigines to the work process was obviously one of
equality with whites.9
Praise of Aboriginal skills and contribution to the work process of
northern properties has come from many sources and supports the
balance of opinions expressed by employers in the survey. Indeed,
except in the proceedings of the 1965 Arbitration Commission Case, it
has not been possible to establish any authoritative sources which are
derogatory to native labour skills and application. Many of the compli
mentary remarks have been made by representatives of the industry; the
comment by Sir William Gunn was typical. He claimed that he was not;
. . . on e o f those w h o considered A borigines o f n o use.
W e w o u ld n o t be able to handle a lot o f N orth ern Australia w ith o u t them . . . T h ey
are prepared to liv e under co n d ition s a w h ite m an w o u ld never tolerate. D o n ’t dismiss
their usefulness.10

Another authoritative comment by an experienced cattleman appeared
in the semi-official publication Cattle Country in 1960:
T h e station-bred black b o y has n o great lo v e for a horse, althou gh he rides w ell. H e
is smart 111 the things that m atter and is a valuable force in the m ustering ca m p .11

Aborigines were prepared to challenge the statements of their employers
concerning any limitations on their value to the industry, as this response
to my inquiry to a full-blood Aborigine as to who was the best stockman
9 See evidence presented in Com monwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission’
N o. 830 o f 1965, detailed below.
10 Australian Financial Review, 15 February 1968. Sir William Gunn is Chairman o f the
Australian W ool Board as well as having interests or management responsibilities in some
sixteen cattle properties in northern Australia.
11 Rowand Murray, ‘Station Management’, in F. O ’Loghlen and F.H. Johnston (eds.), Cattle
Country: An Illustrated Survey o f the Australian Beef Cattle Industry, Johnston Publishing,
Sydney, 1960, p. 218. Murray had management experience on a number o f northern properties.
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in the T errito ry indicates: ‘T h e dark people treat the horses best. T h ey arc
the best stockm en in the T e rrito ry ’.
In support o f the A boriginal position an old w h ite d ro v er and stockm an has sum m ed up A boriginal w o rk value, in d ep en d en tly , in the
follo w in g w ay :
On the whole Aborigines make very good stockmen and have about the same
proportion of extra good riders as you would find among white stockmen . . . in
spite of their indifference about ownership they get very fond of a horse, more so
possibly than whites, and will share their last bit of bread with it.
Where they are distinctly better than whites [in dealing with horses] is that they
are better tempered. Blacks, however, are often extremely cruel where this is not
intentional; for instance neglecting to give a horse a drink or riding one too far where
it is not physically fit for the distance . . .
W ith few exceptions, all the black riders that I have seen learnt to ride as kids on
the stations where they grew up . . . they rode all the year round with no school to
attend, so they got a fair measure of experience.
. . . the reason for black boys always accepting a difficult mount was that they had
such a strong objection to losing face, particularly amongst their own people.
Aborigines are, however, much worse than whites at giving a horse a sore back
because they ride with their legs absolutely slack.
[There] was a young man called [X] . . . He wa s . . . an all rounder and exception
ally reliable. The whites on the station reckoned he was equal to three average men . . .
Every cattle station . . . had black stockmen, varying in proportion to white from
fifty per cent to more, and they must have done a colossal amount of work for the
cattle industry . . .
Wherever blacks were employed it was their job to do the horse tailing, and with
few exceptions they were good at getting up early for it. They knew quite a bit about
the stars . . . they could stand the cold better than we could . . .
At horse breaking, a job most of them like, they are also as a rule very good . . .
For quick thinking and activity when in a tight corner an active young Aborigine
is second to none.
The ‘joys of the chase’ seem to be more firmly ingrained into their makeup than
ours. 12
A borigines w ere conscious and p ro u d o f th e ir proficiency in the
industry. T he follow ing piece o f chanted verse com posed by an A b original
stockm an clearly referred to his o w n d evelopm en t:
Munnibuggi was driving along the lonely stock road
I can’t see the money all time I know
Man himself is fifty five years of age
Many an outlaw he was riding in his young days
When I was thirteen years of age many a wild horse I broke in
Then they used to put me on the outlaw
12 R.M. Barker, Droving Days, Pittman, Melbourne, 1966, pp. 133-9.

THE S T A T I O N

COMMUNITY

137

Now they want to teach me the right way
That’s how I became a horseman today
N ow you want to teach me the right way
I was the best stockman in Australia
I used to ride everything I could.13

They were also aware of the fact that occasionally some whites took
advantage of their weak industrial position on the stations:
There was this ex-jockey fella they employed as a bore mechanic but he knew
nothing about it. The manager asked him to become the bore mechanic but he told
him that he knew nothing about it and did not want to know. [The manager] said:
‘All right, you don’t need to know anything. The black fellas have been doing it for
years. They will show you all you need to know. All you do is go out and watch them
do the jo b !’ He went out in the truck and went to sleep or read books.

The indigenes were also aware of the inadequate training of some of
the white employees alongside whom they were asked to work. One
interviewee, after having insisted on his own proficiency as a bore
mechanic and informing me of his ability to work on his own, completed
his statement by saying:
I worked as a mechanic pulling bores and I only had a white bloke with me some
times. One white fella I had along with me dropped the bore casing down the hole
and got the sack.

There also seemed to be very little limit to Aborigines’ confidence:
We can build yards without white fellas. We are already doing it. There are a
couple of blokes over at [X] doing it. Look at our Council shed. We have a couple
of blokes who can weld. We have a couple of blokes who can drive . . . but they
don’t want to as they would get into trouble with the police.

Their confidence was not always without appreciation in white
quarters—‘one black is worth two white men in the stock camp’ was one
employer’s comment. In another case an owner of a property cancelled
his agreement to sell his holding on knowing that he would be able to
obtain a full complement of Aboriginal stockmen because of their dis
placement from some properties through the strike:
This is the way that I have always wanted to run this place but I have never been
able to get the good stockmen before.

He was willing to pay Award rates immediately Aborigines were
available.
13 Collected independently but also included in Frank Hardy, The Unlucky Australians,
Nelson, Melbourne, 1968, pp. 120-1.
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Obviously there was a psychological factor in the reluctance of some
managers to admit the benefits accruing to the stations from Aboriginal
skills. This was clearly recognised by the Texan informant mentioned
later in this study.
Texan: There is a lack of clear direction to individuals in the Northern Territory. If
you’ve got to use that kind of labour you’d be surprised if you gave them half a
chance and explained to them how you hoped to get there and what you want to
do. They get a little better perspective this way.
Interviewer: It seems like management by instruction and not participation. There
seems to be no intelligent understanding of what things are about.
Texan: Yes, I’ve seen this happen too. I’ve seen it in Mexico. A little Mexican comes
up to you and you say go and get the horses. He says ‘Yes, Sir; yes, Sir’ and then
he stumbles and staggers around and hasn’t got the faintest idea of what it’s all
about. This is management’s fault. I want respect, I get it by getting close to my
men. I will get out and see where [they stand]. Follow them along.
Interviewer: Yes, the current managers seem to be fairly self-contained psycholog
ically. Much of this seems to have resulted from the need for strength of personality
in the past, but conditions have changed and their present attitudes are anachron
istic.
Texan: That is for sure. Many of the present management are impervious to sugges
tion. There is stagnation of management in the Territory. There is no expectancy
of change. What is more there is the feeling that if things did change they are not
sure if they could handle it, and they would consequently lose prestige.

According to some European informants the traditional roles of
industrial leadership were inverted because of the possession of skills by
Aborigines. The most skilled employee was unlikely to gain recognition
if he was an Aboriginal. The following quotations clearly show the
pattern of prejudice involved:
The manager is incapable of running the station without [X—an Aboriginal’s]
assistance. He cannot run a stock camp and the station is entirely dependent on the
Aboriginal foreman. But most of the white ringers would jack up if they knew how
much he was getting paid. The manager at [X] learnt everything about cattle from
the Aborigines. This is true of the manager at [Y] station as well.

The processes of elevation of whites on racial grounds alone were also
clearly sketched out:
The same things happen with jackeroos. The Aborigines teach them everything
and then they end up their boss.

But even the independence of whites after training had obvious
limitations in the indigenes’ eyes:
Aborigines do most of the work and they could do the job alright without the
whites. These is no trouble [for Europeans] on the plains but in the forest country
you have to follow the tracks [and they are lost].
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Given the vast size of most of the Northern Territory cattle stations
the turnover of whites was a critical factor in their continued employment.
Until the person knew the station’s geography he was highly dependent
on the Aborigines for guidance in any work that was carried out away
from the homestead.
The range type techniques of the industry also meant that most of the
cattle handled were wild. According to my informants, both black and
white, there was a considerably greater degree of skill needed in the
handling of wild cattle. The Aborigines because of their employment
stability had become expert in handling these types of beasts.
Aborigines were quite conscious of the limitations of white stockmen
who joined the station work force and frequently mentioned the need to
cover up for them. The position of Aboriginal leadership, in this way,
became critical in forest country. Persons interviewed referred to the
need in these circumstances to lead some white stockworkers out of
areas in which they might get lost.
Not only did the Aborigines believe themselves to be the best stockmen
but they considered themselves the leaders in bravery and initiative. This
gave them some claim to leadership, in their opinion. Further, many of
the white stockmen interviewed believed that the general standard of
horsemanship amongst whites had fallen considerably over the years and
that, probably, Aborigines as a group were superior.
Aborigines felt that white stockmen were lacking in courage in some
of the more dangerous tasks involved in stockwork. This prevented them
taking the lead in situations which could get out of hand and place the
employee in a difficult position.
Like a head stockman might get out in front of the mob and the boys might get
out in front [with him] to keep the cattle in the mob but the white blokes don’t like
it. They get shit scared. Then they might go and have [an argument] with the boys,
see, and [the Aborigines] don’t like it. They walk out. Some of these white blokes
come in and try and take over the camp and try and jerk [the boys] up and they don’t
like it. They tell them that they were here before them.

The skills of Aborigines were apparent to most practical white stockmen interviewed. Some felt, however, that the indigenes worked
together better as a team than if they were employed individually:
Although it is better to have two or three whites in the camp the whites are no
better than Aborigines. The Aborigines are born into the industry. They are better
at tracking. They have an instinct. You are out on the run and you say ‘where is the
camp’ and they will be right onto it. They have it born into them. They are better
trackers than we are. You have to have two or three in the camp or they will not take
any notice of you and you will not get your cattle.
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All of the Aborigines interviewed considered that not only did they
work harder than the white employees but that many of the whites
consciously made use of indigenes. This attitude was supported both by
personal observation and the taped conversation with Aboriginal
employees.
The white fella just sit down when they go out to work. White man get his money
for just standing there. White man get ^100 a month for just standing there.
We teachem the cattle business. How to gettern horse. Teachem the bridle. How
to get on. How to hold bridle. You teachem but they don’t want to live with you.
It’s common practice for the white stockmen to sit on their arse whilst the Abo
rigines do all of the work. The boys do most of the work . . . horse tailing, ‘broncoing’, branding . . . the dark boys do all this . . . and when you come to forest country
you need dark boys to lead you out.

There seemed to be few problems involved in the transfer of Aborigines
between rural occupations as the following interview with a buffalo
meatworks operator indicated:
The buffaloes [when they come into the works] are very heavy beasts and difficult
to drag around. However, the Aborigines have their own winch and mechanical
devices but it is still a difficult and heavy skin to pull off.
These Aborigines are expert at this. I have visited meat works in the south on
different occasions. I would consider the speed at which these Aborigines work and
the dexterity in relation to skinning, cutting and cutting down is really equal to any
thing I have seen down south. They are really fast workers.14

The superiority that Aborigines continued to retain over their white
counterparts in the techniques of the bush were not limited to tracking
and horsemanship, but affected many aspects of the day-to-day life of the
cattle camps. The following description by a white stockman of a bush
killing operation clearly indicates the acquisition of new skills to serve
the general station community:
The [Aborigines] in the bush are clean people. They are always scrupulously clean.
They’ll kill as clean in the bush as they will in a [meathouse] with a floor. They kill
in the hide. It’s a noble art that has been lost [by Europeans]. The way they do it is
they quarter the beast and halve its hide . . . completely cut it down into the different
cuts of meat . . . it’s all done on the hide. They get a gum bush or a wattle bush and
use it to rest the meat on. This is something [the Aboriginal] taught the white man.
You can handle the meat this way without getting any taint in your meat. He just
doesn’t chuck the meat in the dirt . . . The meat is then salted in the middle of the
hide. Whilst you are salting the beef you are also salting the hide. The Aborigines
are able to tuck the legs of the beast under the hide and make a little box and in there
he has the brine solution. It’s a very hygienic way.
14 All the w ork at the buffalo meatworks was done by Aborigines. The ruling rate was
,£4 per week.
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Where a reasonable tolerance was shown by management in an
endeavour to overcome the educational gap between the two racial
groups, little difficulty was experienced in training Aborigines for
mechanical tasks on the station. This has been adequately treated else
where. The point, however, is emphasised by the fact that more employers
considered that Aborigines had mechanical aptitude than thought that
lack of this aptitude limited their opportunities for employment. The
difficulty for Aborigines in acquiring these skills was underlined by their
complaints that management did not trust them. In the writer’s opinion,
the restraint placed on the movement of Aborigines into the mechanically
skilled sections of station employment was more related to the position
reserved for whites in the industrial hierarchy than to racial disparities.
Illiteracy obviously placed certain restrictions on the carrying out of all
mechanical tasks to the satisfaction of management. In the main, however,
these were relatively minor in the overall demands made on station staff.
Indeed, many of the whites holding down jobs as mechanics on the
stations were only marginally more literate than some of the Aborigines
and frequently less experienced.
DISADVANTAGES

OF E M P L O Y I N G

ABORIGINES

The response of employers to our question in this regard produced only
one significant complaint—that Aborigines needed more supervision
than white workers. No doubt this need for supervision originated in the
failure of Aborigines to reach desirable standards in the other twenty
categories mentioned by them as being disadvantages in the employment
of Aborigines.
It is interesting to note, however, that need for supervision was
mentioned by a minority of employers and that very few agreed on the
reasons for this need. The only exception to this was that four employers
were of the opinion that Aborigines lacked mechanical aptitude.
Whether people believed that Aborigines need supervision is a sub
jective matter. However, Aborigines were conscious of the fact that many
employers were not good managers, and that some of the other whites
with authority on the properties were frequently misleading in their
instructions. This opinion was supported by at least one white observer.
Aborigines also expressed concern about the inability of some white
staff to communicate clearly. This was normally the result of whites’
failure to comprehend fully the employees’ needs in relation to instruction,
or else on a basic ignorance of the job requirements.
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When the question of the need for additional supervision was put to
Aborigines it was immediately rejected, and many of the whites’ weak
nesses highlighted. ‘We don’t have to be told by the boss what to do . . .
bring in cattle and gib him water. We know all that. But what about
white blokes? They can’t do all the jobs on the station.’
However, there was obviously a balance between instruction, discipline
and control. This was not clearly understood by all employers:
Where people are good employers Aborigines will go there and stay there. Take [X]
for example, he has had Aborigines on his property for years and there’s been no
trouble with them. They are very stern but once that’s over they joke with them.

Aborigines recognise that strong management could be tempered with
equity. In reply to my inquiry about the standing of one extremely
hectoring manager an informant replied ‘he’s a cunt, but fair’. Indeed,
there even seemed to be a preference towards bluntness and physical
aggression, as distinct from the more indirect and possibly sophisticated
attitudes of discipline, as it was considered that this simply ‘buggered them
around’.
Occasionally there was complete affinity between Aborigines and their
employers, with apparent advantages to all:
Interviewer: W ho was the best boss you have worked for?
Aboriginal stockman: [X] at Brunette Downs. He likem boys and boys bin workem
good.

One of the more important reservations that employers had about
Aborigines was their alleged inability to supervise one another. Some of
the employers believed that this aspect of their failings had tribal associa
tions, although they were reluctant to imply that this was a major cause.
As a consequence the allegation normally arose as a secondary comment.
It was not possible for a person untrained in anthropology to determine
exactly what vestiges of tribal influence remained amongst Aboriginal
groups on the stations. It would have been even more difficult to
determine, if tribal associations were still of importance, what bearing
these relationships would have had on productivity. The comments of
pastoralists in this regard were usually directed to the seniority order of
decision-making in tribal society, and the inadequacy of such concepts
in an industrial environment.
The limited work which has been done by anthropologists on cattle
stations, or on the processes of adjustment of Aborigines to industrial or
other changing inter-racial social and economic situations, suggest that
this is not the case. Rose, for example, found in 1962 that gerontocracy
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was rapidly disappearing on a cattle station in Central Australia.15 Bcrndt
also found in 1948 that tribal patterns and relationships had been broken
down on cattle stations in the Victoria River District of the Northern
15 F.G.G. Rose, The Wind of Change in Central Australia, Akademie-Verlag, Berlin, 1965,
Chapter 10, pp. 75-83.
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Territory to a point where the continuing practices had virtually no
functional significance. 10
Peter Hinton has noted similar developments in the industrialisation of
an Aboriginal community at Weipa, Cape York . 17 In this case tribal
leadership patterns were observed to be of little consequence in the plant.
The only mention by Aborigines was that they had abandoned their
‘old ways’. This comment was sufficiently general to embrace a range of
subjects from nomadic hunting through to the settlement of inter-family
disputes. However, supported by the anthropological evidence, together
with the observation that leadership in the cattle camp was not based on
age but skills, limitations of tribal traditions did not appear to affect the
industrial situation.
Further, most Aborigines interviewed considered that a completely
native stock-camp was the most efficient. One Torres Strait Islander head
stockman claimed that although the stock-camp was better complemented
with a percentage of white workers, it made little or no difference to
turnoff or production. The main advantage of including Europeans in a
working stock-camp was, he considered, to improve relationships with
other European controlled groups working in the industry.
In every cattle camp visited it was noticed that where a white, or
whites, was working alongside Aboriginal stockmen, the latter took a
secondary role in the leadership function. This occurred regardless of the
relative proficiency of the individuals in the two groups and was usually
based on managerial instructions.
At one location I had the opportunity of interviewing a Texan
cattleman who had spent two years in north Australia and had visited
most of the stations involved in the survey. His comments on the question
of supervision, gained on his experience in the cattle industry in Australia,
Texas, Mexico and Guatemala, added considerably to the understanding
of the situation.
Firstly, my informant believed that most stations in north Australia
operated at a very low level of managerial efficiency.
Having had it so easy for so long they just drift along through the year . . . N obody
seems to know much about where things are going, or w hat are the long run or
short run aims o f the operation.

A consequence of this was, he believed, a low appreciation amongst
employees of management requirements. This led to confusion in the
16 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, pp. 46-78.
17 Peter Hinton, ‘The Prosperous Aborigines: the Industrialisation of a Mission Community’,
Report to the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1966.
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objectives of any particular task, and a void at the end of the job which
could not be filled by the employee through prior knowledge of what was
required to be done.
In this situation the employee accepted his instructions and applied
himself to the best of his ability. If there was any obstruction or inter
ruption to the accomplishment of his task then he just sat down and
waited for additional management directives to fill the gap.
Further, he considered that the majority of managers of northern
properties were unsuitable persons to be placed in charge of indigenes.
They start out on the basis that ‘the black man is a bastard’ and that the
only way to get him to work is to push him into it. He felt that the present
day managers were too old for the changing social and economic circum
stances of the industry. As a result of this they had an inflexible attitude to
both the employment of native staff and property development. Most of
them, he claimed, were ‘verandah cowboys’ who did not have a full grip
on their operations. He considered that, where a manager was able to
ride with his men and execute any of the tasks that he called upon them
to complete, mutual respect was generated. This opinion was also con
firmed by some Aboriginal informants.
During his experience in Central America, he had concluded that there
was a definite technique in extracting work out of illiterate employees,
and that most of the managers he had seen in Australia did not adhere to
these principles. Firstly, one had to select the most intelligent individual
and clearly endorse his authority over the rest. Northern Territory cattle
station managers, he believed, were reluctant to ascribe clear authority to
any member of the Aboriginal camp lest it diminish their own power.
The need for supervision was frequently associated with the concept of
reliability. Indeed, one might be readily considered the inverse of the
other. Because of the established and continuing relationships between the
two station communities the question of reliability was only assessed on
a day-to-day basis. There was rarely any question of the Aborigines
walking off the job in a manner similar to European labour.
Further, as many of the employers knew that there was a pool of
labour available to them, the engagement of Aborigines for work on a
daily basis did not appear to be of great concern. Indeed, I witnessed
several cases of the employer visiting the Aboriginal camp to ‘shake the
boys up a bit’. The methods adopted ranged from abusive language to
direct assault with a stockwhip or a stick. At most places, however, the
Aboriginal staff presented themselves for employment each day at the
prescribed time.
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The reservation that employers held about Aboriginal reliability was
obviously directed towards their inability to sustain application com
mensurate with the employers’ expectations. That these expectations were
inordinately high, even for white employees, has already been demon
strated. The problem was clearly delineated during an interview with
some miners who had used Aboriginal labour in some of their operations.
They said that, initially, they were impressed with the physique of the
indigenes they had met in the north-western section of the Territory,
and assumed that they would be good workers because of their size.
However, in situations requiring a high degree of physical application
they found them unable to sustain performance in keeping with white
expectations:
They were all over six feet tall and very well built but when you started to work
them they could not resist strain. When we began to drill by hand we would have
one go for about five minutes but they could not do it for more than a minute or a
minute and a half. They were sweating and showed strain on their faces. Again there
was a case where a white bloke began to fight a native. He only lasted a few minutes
before he was completely exhausted. We came to the conclusion eventually that, if
we wanted to get more work out of them, we would have to let them live in the
camp for upwards to three months on a kind of holiday so that we could build them
up.

I11 the normal community, where the demands made upon workers
are greater than their physical ability to respond, adjustment takes place
either through the intervention of the Union or by the employee remov
ing himself to another place of employment. Although whites in the
Northern Territory were able to escape conflict in this way there was no
such avenue available to indigenes. Firstly, the Wards Employment
Ordinance made it an offence to ‘entice or persuade an employee to leave
his lawful employment’. Secondly, the major companies instructed their
managers not to engage staff who had previously worked on other
properties in case their services had been terminated because of a dispute.
Thirdly, it was commonly accepted policy amongst employers that they
would not poach each other’s employees.
The end result of those restrictions was, of course, that the only method
of protest available to the individual was through work output restraint.
This feature of the response of Aboriginal employees to their situation
merely added to the difficulties brought about by dietary deficiency.
Given the virtual absence of communication between the two racial
groups the basic grounds for resistance remained undetermined. Only the
results were apparent: these confirmed the already established bias of
racial disparity. The constant complaints by Aborigines about the demands
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made upon them, not only in hours of work but in the scope of employ
ment, tended to confirm initial impressions.
The resistance of Aborigines to demands being made upon them was
expressed in a different, but not necessarily unconnected, way when the
subject of the reliability of Aboriginal female domestics was discussed.
One informant referred to the ‘inexplicable periods of depression’ that
these people seemed to suffer. They frequently took the form of the
refusal of the person involved to take care of either her personal ap
pearance, or the physical order of personal property in her bedroom. A
trade union organiser summed it up in this way:
If conditions on the station are demoralised then the Aborigines became demoral
ised as well and things deteriorate. W hen the gins get the sulks they won’t work. At
one station I heard the boss bawling a gin out. ‘When they get that way you have to
hunt them’, he claimed.

The comments of Aborigines on their work experiences in this regard
were illuminating. On being questioned as to why he had left his previous
employment, an Aboriginal made the point—strongly—that it was not
because his employer had beaten him, necessitating hospital treatment,
but that the employer was ‘no good’:
He did not treat you properly. A man bin working two jobs—on the pumping and
on the grader. I would finish one and he would put me on the other. I didn’t want
a double job. I said that if you [the manager] give me a double job then I want more.
He only pay me .£12 a month.

Another complaint was made in the following way:
The dark boys do all the throwing. They work from five in the morning to eight
at night and they hardly ever get a weekend off.

The allegations that Aborigines lacked initiative seemed to be in
extricably associated with the question of incentive. That initiative and
incentive were lacking in the Aboriginal work force was commented
upon by both management and white workers. The surrounding circum
stances of employment clearly demonstrate the lack of incentive. How
ever, whether Aborigines did lack initiative, and if so for what reason,
was another matter.
As has been mentioned it was observed that at many locations complete
Aboriginal work crews were employed and that these ranged through the
whole spectrum of skills on the station. It was not possible to observe
whether management supervision of these work crews was greater or less
than of fully white complements. However, the fact that they had been
established and that the Aboriginal crews continued to work in the field
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necessarily meant that a considerable degree of initiative was present. It
was observed that, depending on the location, neither hourly, daily, nor
even weekly, contact with management was always necessary.
Initiative, in normal industrial circumstances, is the response to reward
and encouragement. In the pastoral industry in the Northern Territory
both of these factors were either extremely limited or non-existent. In
the words of a white stockman:
There is a very definite relationship between their attitudes to work and reward.
Everybody works for reward; everybody has to have his reward and I tell you these
poor bastards never get a pat on the back.

Indeed, in many circumstances practices had been developed which
effectively placed restraint on the development of initiative. Not only
was there little cash reward for the development of responsibility that
initiative implies, but also errors of judgment were punished with
physical and psychological violence:
Now there was the [bashing] at [X] station . . . the Aborigines came in from the
stock camp; the manager was at the homestead. They walked in and told the manager
that [the head stockman] had shot the stock mule. They thought that they were
doing the right thing . . . he did it in a fit of temper. The manager asked them to come
into the office and asked them why they left the stock camp. They replied ‘W e came
to tell you, boss.’ He got stuck into them; they offered no resistance at all. He bashed
their heads against the iron door and then he got stuck into the other bloke and gave
him a punch.

The second, and the only other really significant reservation, that
management had about the ability of their Aboriginal employees was
related to education. In the original survey it was noted that educational
facilities for Aborigines were available on only 16-5 per cent of the
properties, and that another two stations had endeavoured to make
arrangements of some kind for the education of some of the Aboriginal
children.
The need for European educational facilities in the pastoral industry
was questionable. Whilst not wishing to denigrate the overall cultural
advantage of an ‘educated’ person, for the purposes of the cattle industry,
as it was organised at the time of the survey, education in the traditional
European context may have been a disadvantage. The interview with the
Torres Strait Islander, mentioned earlier, supported this contention. I
asked him if education was necessary in the industry and he replied:
Many of the older people are starting to realise what education means. Education
makes a bit of difference—you want education if you become a head stockman; but
an uneducated person makes as good a ringer as an educated one. But experience is
more important than education.
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Aborigines were conscious of the advantages of European education,
and some were contemplating removing themselves trom the pastoral
industry in order to gain this opportunity for their children. However,
few of the people interviewed had any concept of other employment
outlets than those which they then had; nor had they any ideas as to how
this education would assist them in expanding job opportunity. In some
cases—though these were isolated—Aborigines were critical of the
standard of education available to their children and as a consequence
conditioned their attitudes to it on these grounds:
The school business not much good around here. They don’t teach him much. Just
spellem his name, that’s all. Don’t teach him anything about the stock camp. There
are better schools in other places.

Employers frequently remarked that the educational system, as it was
currently operated by the Welfare Branch, was of little assistance to their
operations. They believed that there was a concentration on the formal
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aspects of European education to the complete neglect of the teaching
of skills useful to the industry. They believed also that the method of
concentrating Aborigines on settlements for educational and other
purposes precluded the continuation of their training in bushcraft, which
had provided them with great intuitive advantage over Europeans.
The poor education of Aborigines, however, did not lead to any large
number of complaints, reflecting no doubt the accuracy of the comments
of the Torres Strait Islander mentioned earlier. The most frequent
criticism of Aborigines was their lack of mechanical aptitude.
In relation to this aspect of Aboriginal employment it was noted that
there was very little opportunity for other experiences amongst the
Aboriginal employees on the stations. Outside the many tasks relating to
working the cattle rarely was there any transfer of employees to different
functions. Further, the camps were singularly devoid of mechanical
appliances of any kind, and movement around the areas in which
mechanical work was carried out was normally discouraged. This was
probably a protective reaction on the part of management, which had
lost materials and tools to the native camp intent on improving its own
humble circumstances. Overall, however, it had the effect of strictly
limiting the accumulation of mechanical skills other than those desired
by management.
Aborigines, apparently, were taught just sufficient to be of use to their
employers and no more. However, there was no evidence that they could
not accumulate mechanical knowledge when properly trained. The
results of this survey, and experience gained at other locations, suggest
that Aborigines readily adapt themselves to mechanical situations when
there is a reasonable degree of forbearance and understanding on the part
of management concerning the method of trial and error by which
illiterates educate themselves.
In those cases where skilled responses were desired by management,
Aborigines were readily trained. Support for this observation is evident
in the questions relating to the advantages of employing Aborigines. In
this section a significant number of employers mentioned the ease with
which one could train them to carry out mechanical tasks. However,
there was little evidence that this was done in any organised way on the
properties. 18
Considering the open discouragement of Aborigines’ access to motor
vehicles, a surprising number of them could drive. At some locations
18 European employees also readily conceded the innate intelligence of Aborigines.
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almost everybody in the camp could drive. In many eases this had been
accomplished in defiance of managements’ desires, and achieved through
instruction from white workers who wanted relief from this task whilst
away from the homestead.
Finally, in relation to the disadvantages of employing Aborigines, it
was significant that all other criticisms were the result o f particular
experiences. There was no grouping of sufficient magnitude to be
considered an important factor in the failure of management to engage
Aborigines.

7

ABORIGINAL ATTITUDES

ommensurate with the Aborigines’ appreciation of the relatively
low level of skill of many Europeans in the industry was their belief
that they were not paid sufficient for the services they provided for the
station. ‘Some Aboriginal people bin workin’ hard, but they bin gettem
low price.’ This was a typical reaction to inquiries concerning wages.
When working in the station, black and white all the same together, but white men
get the high price and Aborigines get the low price. That not fair.

Similar opinions were held by every Aboriginal interviewed, although
only approximately 25 per cent of them knew how much they received
for their contribution to the station economy.
I do not know how much I was getting at [X] but when I finish up they gibbit ninety
quid. But they never tell anyone. They should tell everyone, shouldn’t they? They
should say four quid, seven quid or eight quid a week or ten quid a week, eh? That
right eh?
A bloke bin workin’ here like a dog. I don’t know what price. All the workers will
tell you the same.

Given the low level of cash reward, food and wages were somewhat
synonymous.
There was plenty of tucker but not much money. Maggie bin workin’ in the kitchen
and she neber get any money, only food. I bin workin’ there for [twenty years] and
when I pulled out he gib me nothing. All he ever gib me was £25 at race time.

Because of the infrequency of communication about wage rates on
the part of management, Aborigines were uncertain as to what they
should get for any particular job. However, they were normally able to
determine what was outstanding once the rate was struck.
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Aboriginal stockman: I’ve got a new job now, delivering horses. He gib me five quid
already and said that he will gib me more when I deliver them. I bin working for
about a fortnight now. How much should I get?
Interviewer: I reckon drover’s rates. Say about twenty quid.
Aboriginal stockman: Then he owes me about another fifteen quid.

There was a reluctance on the part of Aborigines, however, to ask the
managers or owners how much they were getting paid.
I didn’t ask how much I bin going to get when I came to the station for a job. I was
goin’ to ask him how much price but he might not like it.

Part of the reluctance by employees to make inquiries about their
earnings was the refusal of employers to divulge the information because
‘managers don’t like the boys to ask him about the price’. Indeed, inquiry
about pay by indigenes was likely to lead to disciplinary action being
taken as the employer might consider the employee ‘cheeky’.
But once the question of wages was raised it was obvious that the
native employees had considerable grievances about their method of
payment, and they were preparing to do something about it. On one
occasion it looked as though it could have been embarrassing to the
interviewer:
I say to these boys it’s no good to growl about your money. You’ve got a chance to
do something about it—Now you boys got a chance to fight for your money. Now
[the interviewer’s] here you do it.

But the response in some areas was even more immediate and cast in
terms which were obviously conditioned by the Arbitration Court
We were out mustering for two months—March and April—we went back for our
pay and I asked the manager for my pay. He said: ‘That’s the first Aborigine to ever
have asked me for his money.’ ‘Why shouldn’t I ask you for my money?’ I said. Two
months pay and I only got eight shillings. One person with eight children put his
thumb print on paper and he got none. I asked the manager why he didn’t get more
and the manager said that he got enough food. When he got back to the house there
was no food. That was early this year. I couldn’t put up with station owners any
longer. I went up and saw him and said can’t you do any better than that for Abo
riginal stockmen. They do a good job for you. Why can’t you give Aborigines a fair
go? I am not going to start work tomorrow. I am going to stay here until I get equal
wages. I am not going to work until 1968. 1 bin wait long enough. We bin starvin’
since we first learnt to ride a horse. W e bin wait too long. I bin want them legal wages
now—this year.

Aboriginal drovers, who theoretically should have received approxi
mately two-thirds of the European rates, were particularly concerned with
the low reward. One person interviewed claimed that all he was paid,
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after a round journey of some 600 miles, was ‘a bag of lollies’. Another
had a series of inquiries when the issue of remuneration was raised.
Aboriginal drover: One time I used to work for [X station] and I bin drovin’ [to the
Queensland Channel country]. How much you reckon I bin get for that trip?
Interviewer: Well, it’s a long way; maybe 800 miles. I reckon that you should have
got at least £300.
Aboriginal drover: Well, I used to come back from that trip and I bin get thirty quid.
You say that I should get one hundred quid or two hundred quid. Well, I bin not
get that. I don’t know where him bin goin’. It must have bin goin’ to Welfare, I
only bin get thirty or forty quid for that trip from [X] to Queensland. Well, I go
on that trip all the same white fella and yella fella,1 eh? Well, we do the samework
as yella fella, eh? And he get more money. I get nothin’—Well, I bin here thinking
all the time. I bin saying nothing, but I bin thinking in my head. All the time I bin
thinking in my head the Welfare bin takin’ the money.

Many of the non-Aboriginal employees interviewed could see the
obvious connection between the low level of cash reward and application
on the job:
Give them their rights and they won’t be so cheeky. They realise that the boss won’t
sack them because he would have to pay higher wages. Bigger money would help
them work harder. Wages won’t break this station but the drought might.

Some Aborigines who were interviewed were fairly calculating in
endeavouring to establish fraudulent activity on the part of managers and
owners:
One fella said that he would gib me forty-five quid a month if I worked for him. I
did this and watch him and he only gib me twenty four quid after three months.

Aborigines were aware of better pay being offered at other locations.
During different interviews people mentioned the fact that Aborigines
were better off for wages on certain named stations, as well as in Darwin,
Queensland and Western Australia. The personal contact played an
important part in the imparting of knowledge as one ex-manager of a
property explained:
There are cars coming through from Port Hedland full of Aborigines, some of them
getting forty or fifty quid a weck. I used to pay them seven quid. The Aborigines
from Port Hedland laughed at them and called them a bunch o f ‘myalls’.2 Owning
a motor car was a status symbol and this was too much for them.

However, when questioned about why they did not leave the area in
pursuit of more money, most did not offer any answer or merely claimed
Half-caste Aboriginal.
A colloquialism for an unsophisticated tribal person.
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that they ‘never had a chance’. On the other hand many showed interest
in the possibility o f working elsewhere. Most had heard o f and were
favourably disposed to living in Darwin. Others had been interstate and
did not look unfavourably on the possibility of moving.
The actions of a few of the people interviewed clearly indicated that
Aborigines were capable of leaving their employment in protest against
the conditions under which they lived. At the time of the survey, with
the exception of those properties on strike, it was not possible to determine
whether Aboriginal labour turnover had increased.
Finally, the allegations by some employers that Aborigines had little
or no sense o f money values were strongly attacked by a mission worker
in the following terms:
The people who say that Aborigines do not know how to keep a tag on money do
not know what they are talking about. If they want something bad enough they
will produce the cash.

THE

STORE,

PRICES

AND

THE

‘WAGES

SYSTEM’

As none of the stations visited paid Aborigines the full amount owing to
them, in cash, the operation o f the system of the retention o f earnings by
management was an integral part of the wages system on the properties.
It was necessary, therefore, to consider the level of appreciation by
Aborigines o f the standards applied by management.
In the previous section we have already seen that, once in possession o f
the facts, the native employees were able readily to discern either the
adequacy o f their remuneration, or the deficit between what they
considered they should have been earning and what they in fact received.
One should reflect, however, that complete information about the rates
of remuneration was withheld from approximately 75 per cent of the
employees. This meant, o f course, that at no time were they fully aware
of what was owing to them, or what they could spend in the store.
Indeed, given the uncertain method of charging through the company
store it was difficult, if not impossible, for them to determine exactly
where their account stood at any one time, even if they knew how much
they should be credited with on a weekly basis. It will be seen elsewhere
that the uncertainty in the bookkeeping system related not only to the
determination of prices for individual items, but also to the system of the
accumulation of funds by individual Aborigines. These might be adjusted
according to the whim o f the employer, and his view of the sufficiency
of the sum accrued in their accounts. The adjustment took place, naturally,
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without any reference to the employee involved. The system, as it
operated, was openly recognised to be fraudulent at least by one person
who practised it.
He put it this way:
On this business of [the Aborigines] not getting their right money when they come
with their thumb prints a bloke who works as a horse tailer and is not on the books—
a bloke about fifteen—come the race meeting and he is going to get -£4.0.0. The
manager looks down the list and sees some bloke with enough money and they knock
£8.0.0. off it. I was in this myself. I hesitated at first when I was instructed to do this
and I still think that I was probably wrong. I realised if I did not do it I would be
sacked, and it would continue. It was common practice for a bloke to sign for more
money than he received. It was common practice on [X and Y and C]. I had to sign
the book as witness with the manager to the [Aborigines] thumb print.

In some company stores it was noted that Aborigines were not
informed of the prices of the commodities that they received. In these
cases the employee simply asked for goods, and if his account was in
credit, he was handed them without reference to the price. A sum was
then deducted from the employee’s account.
In other situations prices were attached to goods purchased from the
store and in many cases these were quite exorbitant. In some cases it was
noted that the mark up for goods in the company store was 300 per cent
above town prices. Hawkers occasionally added anywhere up to 1,000 per
cent on wholesale costs. Where there was a consistent system of pricing
Aboriginal employees were able to discuss individual commodities, and
compare them with the prices charged for similar items in the nearest
town. Several persons interviewed were even able to make a comparison
between the charges by management, prices in the nearest town and
those in Darwin. Where there was an unfavourable comparison the
individuals were not slow to express their objections.
Very few were happy with the administration of the company stores,
and most viewed them as vehicles through which they were defrauded
by the employer. The limited information that was available supports
the Aborigines’ allegations.
In many cases it was also noted that, although the employers had a
responsibility under the Wards Employment Ordinance to supply a
specified issue of clothes to Aboriginal employees, their wives and one
child per married couple employed, the full cash allowance stated was
not paid, and the Aboriginal employee was expected to purchase his
clothing requirements out of the meagre allowance given to him for
more general purposes.
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In the handling of cash some of the older employees experienced
difficulty. Indeed, in many cases money in a lump sum was proffered to
the storekeeper regardless o f the nature of the purchase. He retained
whatever amount was sufficient to cover the purchase and handed back
the rest to the employee who frequently pocketed it without counting
the change. It was also noted that occasionally Aborigines engaged in a
process of purchase through item by item diminution of their available
money. In this system the required goods were obtained one at a time,
the total available amount of cash being handed across the counter with
each transaction; the employee would then wait until the change was
handed back to him and another request made for an additional item and
the process repeated until the total sum involved was consumed. The
younger employees believed that the storekeepers ‘bin robbin the old
people’.
Although it might be considered that this system was the inevitable
product of illiteracy it could have been equally dependent on the fluctua
ting price levels in the store, and the failure of storekeepers to inform their
clients of the prices to be charged. As pointed out by Rose3 in 1962
owners, managers and storekeepers rounded out prices to the nearest
highest silver coin. In other cases paper money was taken as the standard
for all purchases. In these circumstances certain coins became redundant,
and were accordingly discarded. This practice occasionally gave rise to
derogatory comments by Europeans who were not fully aware of the
reasons for discarding the cash in this way.
Although the legality of the decision was questionable, the Department
o f Social Services classified cattle stations on which Aboriginal pensioners
were resident as institutions. Pensioners’ funds were paid into the general
account o f the station, allowing the manager to administer the sums
involved in accord with his own priorities. This meant that there was
considerable variation from station to station as to what individual
pensioners received in the form of cash.
The question of the propriety of the Department’s decision in this
regard is raised because of the failure o f the stations to provide any form
of reasonable accommodation for the money received. If pensioners lived
under similar institutional circumstances in southern Australia the
establishment would have been de-registered either as a health, or fire,
risk—or both.
Although the interviewer had the greatest difficulty in talking to older
3 Rose, Wind o f Change, pp. 65-74.
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indigenes there was little doubt that most felt that deductions from their
meagre pensions by the company were unwarranted. Some openly
complained of the practice—which had the approval of the Welfare
Branch-—whereby the station was permitted to build pensioner housing
out of the pension receipts, and illegally gain proprietory rights in the
buildings so erected.
In another case it was alleged that pensioners on the station were
continuing to be employed, and paid out of the pension funds received
on their behalf from the Department of Social Services without their
knowledge.
Finally, those Aborigines with whom the subject was discussed were
aware of the concept of saving. In most cases the limited availability of
cash precluded the accumulation of significant sums. However, those
who were paid in cash realised that they could open a savings account
and some took advantage of it:
Interviewer: Where did you get the ^jlOO to buy this house?
Aboriginal drover: Well, I bin save him up. I got my bank book at the post office.
When I bin working on the station I would peel him off. Maybe three pounds and
I would put him in the bank. I bin do him a little bit at a time. I bin fill him up.
Interviewer: How much have you got there now?
Aboriginal drover: I only got forty quid after I bought this place.

THE

UNION

AND

THE

STRIKE

The second field trip was made during a period in which the industry
was feeling the effect of considerable industrial conflict. For, although the
actual ‘walkouts’ were limited to stations situated in the Victoria River
and Western Barkly Tablelands Districts, the repercussions were felt
right throughout the Northern Territory. Aborigines on every station
visited during the second year were in favour of the actions taken by
workers in the north-west of the Territory, and had contemplated
similar action. Several old stockmen explained that they had considered
this type of action ‘since [they] bin little boys’.
At one station on which there had been no strike, nor indeed any
union contact, one old stockman warmly recounted strike action taken
by some white employees many years ago:
One morning I bin going out mustering and the head stockman said ‘gettem horse.’
Then I see the white blokes pick swag and put em under tree. ‘What wrong?’ I say.
‘W e’re on strike,’ they say. I say ‘I no go. I stay.’ It’s the only way to gettem [wages
increased].
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Although union organisation activity had been geographically very
limited in the Territory, every Aboriginal employee interviewed was
warmly disposed towards the Union.
There was also a fairly clear understanding of the relation between the
processes o f direct action and the possible rewards. The following
interview describes the situation as envisaged by one disgruntled employee:
I saw this union fellow at [X]. He wanted the people to stop work. Told them to pull
up and wait till your price is right. Go to the bloke and ask for your price up and
wait. When your money’s right enough go and work for them. But some of the
people don’t want to pull off the stations. The Union might not help you if the men
stop. But I’ll talk for myself. I don’t know whether they’ll do it. I tell some of the
people that you should get on to the right station and you’ll get the right money. But
you’ll have to talk up. But if you don’t the manager will still rob you.

Talk of leadership in the bargaining process was quite common, and
obviously the previous standards conditioned by gerontocracy had
passed. An old age pensioner referred to the process in this way.
They wanted me to take the lead. But I can’t take the lead, and go up to the boss and
talk about wages. It’s up to the workers. I am getting Government tucker and Gov
ernment money while I am on my back. I can’t speak up.

Even at some stations distant from the scene of the strikes there was
complete confidence in the eventual outcome of the dispute, if the people
would only hold out.
The strikers did the right thing and they will never go back. They will only go back
if they get the same money as white men. The Union’s supporting them, sending out
tucker and tin beef.

Among illiterates it was interesting to note the diversity of ways in
which the knowledge of union activity and the concepts of organisation
were transmitted. W ord of mouth was by far the most common method,
although this was rapidly being replaced by the transistor radio. (Even
employees who lived at the far end o f some distant properties wanted a
Union ticket once they realised the issues involved and what was happen
ing.) Most cattle camps seemed to possess at least one radio, and at one
homestead camp there were five radios amongst a population of about 150.
Although there had been no Union organisation of any consequence
on Northern Territory cattle stations since 1952,4 the native employees
were patently sympathetically disposed towards it. One interesting aspect
of the matter was why the N orth Australian Workers Union had not
4 Discussion with Mr G. Gibbs, N.A .W .U . organiser, 1948-52, Darwin, 23 November 1966.
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bothered about the Territory’s most depressed work force for nearly a
decade and a half?
THE POLI CE

In 1946 Berndt considered that the image of the police in the Aborigines’
eyes was conditioned by ‘arrests, neck chaining of “criminals” and
witnesses and physical violence’. As a result o f this he considered that the
police were undesirable agents for an organisation devoted to the elevation
of the Aboriginal community. The police ceased to operate as representa
tives of the Welfare Branch in 1952.
If one is able to generalise on this subject, it would seem as though the
attitudes of Aborigines to the police have improved since the date of
Berndt’s survey. However, the response of Aborigines to inquiries about
their attitudes to the police was based almost entirely on their experiences
with individual members of the force. This gave a somewhat regional
bias to the results. In one or two areas where the police officer was known
to be sympathetically disposed towards the Aboriginal population his
popularity was clearly reflected in replies to my questions relating to their
associations with officers of the law.
For example, in one o f these areas Aborigines interviewed believed
that the police treated indigenes and Europeans on an equal footing, and
seemed to have forgotten the excesses of the past. Further, people in this
area looked back nostalgically on the period when their personal affairs
were controlled by the police, and viewed that period more favourably
than the current Welfare Branch administration.
In another area, however, where it was alleged that the local officer
had been engaged in illegal activities and was operating a business in
conjunction with his constabulary duties, the Aboriginal residents
believed that he would use any means possible to impress his will on the
community. It was significant that, in discussion, there was constant
reference by the Aborigines to previous outrages which had occurred at
the hands of the police and European residents with apparent impunity.
In general terms there had been an improvement in Aboriginal
attitudes towards the police force but it was also a generally held belief
that the police would take the side of management in any industrial
conflict. Several examples o f police interference in the then current strike
were mentioned. This was supported by comments to the effect that the
police would force Aboriginal employees to return to their station if they
left in the course of a dispute, and that they were the ultimate arm of
authority behind the power of the Welfare Branch.
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None of the native employees of the cattle stations who were interviewed
had a favourable opinion of the work of the Welfare Branch. Their
attitudes ranged from ignorance of its existence through to open hostility,
mixed with fear. The most common complaint about officers of the
department was that they never spoke to, or associated with, Aborigines
during their visits to the stations:
We never see people from Welfare. When they come they do not sit down and talk
to you. They don’t stay long. Drive around and stay at the station. They could do
things to help the people. They could find out what the troubles are. They don’t do
things now like they used to.

Most people interviewed believed that the Branch’s lack of interest in
their charges went much further than simply ignoring them. They felt
that the interests of the Welfare Officers were more closely aligned with
management:
W e never see Welfare men. They never go near the camp. When they come they
never talk about money. Maybe one or two in Welfare would help you but most are
in with the manager.

In most cases the feeling was more personal:
Interviewer: W hat do you think about Welfare? Is it good for Aborigines?
Aboriginal stockman: Oh no. They not good for me; they were never any good. They
used to do things that we don’t want them to do. I reckon they bin robbin me too.

Further, it was alleged that experience had shown that it was no use
seeking assistance from the Welfare Branch in trying to improve con
ditions on the properties:
People have asked Welfare but they have done nothing. Welfare takes no notice.
Welfare never come to the camp. Every time they come they go to the manager.
They supposed to be looking after us but they never come near us.

Some even believed that representatives of the Branch would interfere in
relationships to the detriment of native employees:
Aboriginal stockman: Welfare would come to the station and say that Aborigines are
getting too much money and get you cut off. They don’t want dark people sitting
around and if you do work and get the right price they will come along and get it
cut out. Welfare not working for native people. No more. He’ll cartem people
around to Tennant Creek and places—but not feedem! Maybe on settlement but
not around town. He sendem to station and he get paid for this.
Interviewer: Do you think Welfare is better than it was?
Aboriginal stockman: Well, it’s no good now for native people. They got no time for
Aboriginal people.
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Some indigenes had an impression of the Welfare Branch as a
coercive body: ‘Welfare doesn’t help much. They might punish
you. They stand over you and even take you away if you’re cheeky’.
Others were prepared to go further than this and give evidence of the
actions of members of the Welfare Branch against what they considered
were Aborigines’ interests. These allegations ranged from one person
who claimed that a Welfare Officer tried to interfere with his intended
marriage to a half-caste girl by threats to remove him from the Northern
Territory, to the failure of a Branch Officer to report a criminal assault
by a manager on one of his employees.
Finally, a number of persons interviewed claimed that representatives
of the Welfare Branch had acted as strike breakers during the then
current dispute, by readily supplying labour to those properties from
which Aboriginal employees had left in protest, or by directing wavering
strikers against the wishes of their spokesmen. This attitude was supported
by the refusal of some of the strike leaders to allow Welfare Branch
officials to become involved in the settlement of their disputes with the
pastoralists.

INDIVIDUAL
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Stockman: Overtime and workers’ compensation would be two o f the dirtiest words
in the cattle industry. The only time that you know that a stockman is crook is
when they are carrying him in and put him on the table. Before that they won’t
lie down. When they can’t get up they admit they are buggered.
Interviewer: You have informed me that some Commissioner of the Arbitration
Commission awarded ten shillings as a margin for skill for stockmen.
Stockman: This is ridiculous, sheer ridiculous. You say that there is no skill—well,
let’s look at it. A hell of a lot of wild cattle have to be thrown—all right—now
what man can walk onto a place and start throwing wild cattle? There is a skill to
it; there is an art.
Just for the record of your friends in Canberra we will go through the procedure
of throwing a wild beast: You see a wild beast in the scrub—fair enough. You
usually see seven or eight beasts. You try and run them into a mob and quieten
them down. One breaks out; some man has to get that beast. He rides at full gallop
behind that beast for about half an hour to knock the beast up. He then leaves his
horse at full gallop; he runs behind that beast and grabs it by the tail and as the
beast turns around to charge him he pulls the beast to the ground. If all things are
are going well the beast comes down. If it doesn’t—no don’t get me wrong—you
don’t throw every beast you get hold of—they are hard to throw—to pull to the
ground. Where the real danger comes is when the man is unable to throw the
the beast—when it is too strong to pull down. You’ve then got to let go the tail
and get behind a tree or try and run away from the beast. Sometimes you make it
sometimes you don’t. It’s all danger. You cannot throw a beast unless he turns
around to charge you—it throws him off balance. If you can get him on the
ground you can tie him up and it is alright.
You can bring the other beasts over—what they call coachers—to bring him
back into the mob. But somebody has to untie the beast on the ground. N ow to
be on the ground with the beast that has just been thrown is just like jumping into
a pit of alligators. He’s really snorting fury. All he wants to do is have a go at you.
Sometimes you can get onto your horse. Sometimes you’ll see [the stockman]
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behind a tree jumping around. They get him back into the mob and everything is
right. But that takes skill.
The danger is greatly eliminated by skill. Commissioner Portus said that there
is no skill. But you can eliminate the danger by skill—by knowledge of cattle.
You’ll watch these Aborigines up here. They will throw a beast—untie him and
stand next to him and the beast will not do a thing. Because they know cattle—
how they sum it up I don’t know—no white man will understand these things.
Alright then, now let’s have a look at tracking. W e are mustering; we are trying
to find cattle. This is where the white man misses out 100%. A white man rides
around all day looking for cattle; an Aborigine rides around all day looking for
cattle tracks. When he finds the tracks he will find the beast; a white man might
wander for days and not see a beast. But there could be fresh tracks there which, if
he had followed, he would have found cattle. The Aborigine will find those tracks
and he will track the beast down every time.
They’re good. My bloody hell, they’re good!
The Aborigine lacks one thing that the white man has—that is incentive. He
hasn’t got the incentive to take into his own hands to control situations which are
over and above that which are directed to him for his job. It could be part of the
psychological fear that the Aborigine has of the boss.
Interviewer: Well, you never know what the personal history of the individual is.
I would like you to touch on the background of violence which you have men
tioned previously as part of these places.
Stockman: Well, there is still the old school—the bullock chain school where you
stroke an Aborigine down the forehead, with a bullock chain every morning. They
exist—my word they exist. You don’t ask questions, you just belt him. This is the
old hard school.
It is funny but a lot of them gain more respect for a person who will treat them
with physical violence. They would much rather have a bloke who would get
stuck into them than to be mucked around with going to gaol and all that nonsense
—mucked around with, fiddled around with, red tape and all that nonsense; he
would much rather be flogged. He’s got more respect for a man who will flog him
than one who will just gaol him. At least that way they know where they stand.
The other way they don’t have any idea of what might happen. They don’t want
to be mucked about by being sent to gaol—it means nothing to them. It has no fear
for them.
Interviewer: Yes, you’re right. This young fellow that is travelling with me has just
been let out of gaol and he never stops talking about it: ‘Geez, that’s a good place
down there boss. They make you eat. Come on, eat up, they say, eat up. Every
thing you can think of they make you eat up. They’re pushing food into you all
the time. And then do you know what—they even make you clean your teeth.
Every day they ask you have you cleaned your teeth—have you cleaned your
teeth? It’s fantastic. Yes, it’s a pretty good place [gaol]; a pretty good place.’

A BLACK RINGER’S WORLD

Interviewer: Where were you born?
Aboriginal stockman: I was born at Borroloola.

INDIVIDUAL

EMPLOYEE S EXPERIENCES

165

Interviewer: And what stations have you worked on?
Aboriginal stockman: I have worked on most stations on the Tableland and over into
Queensland.
Interviewer: Where are you working now?
Aboriginal stockman: I am not working anywhere now as I pulled out of my job last
night. I was working as a lorry driver, getting wood, but the boss was pushing me
too hard.
Interviewer: You pulled out of your job you say?
Aboriginal stockman: Yes. I am always trying to help people but people won’t stand
and talk [for themselves]. They can’t stand up and talk for their own living. I stood
up to [X], the Manager at [A station]; that is why he does not like me. I have a
landrover over there and it needs another part. He said that he would get it for me,
but I wanted more money. I wanted £10 on top of the £ 5 I was getting. The boss
said that the Company would not stand for it. Only two blokes were getting that
money and they were [C] and [D].1 They were getting .£13 or £14 but no one
at [A station] knew that.
I went up with [F] and asked for it. He’s now over at [V station]. The boss then
abused us because we asked for more pay. He knew me well and that is why he
didn’t like me—because I asked for more pay, that’s for sure.
Interviewer: Did he think that you were a trouble maker?
Aboriginal stockman: No, I’m not a trouble maker. I am not a stealer or a murderer
but I have to fight for my living.
Interviewer: Have you heard of the strike amongst Aboriginal stockmen?
Aboriginal stockman: Yes. You mean the one over at Newcastle Waters and Wave Hill.
Interviewer: W hat has happened there?
Aboriginal stockman: They are still out.
Interviewer: W hy don’t other Aborigines go on strike?
Aboriginal stockman: They won’t do it because they crawl up to the Manager. The
boss at [A station] was a hard bloke and he still is a hard boss today. When payday
comes we go and ask for our pay and he say not yet. It’s only a lousy ten or twelve
quid but we can’t get it. We worked on Saturday and Sunday and get nothing
extra.
Interviewer: But the Manager at [A station] works hard himself.
Aboriginal stockman: Yes, that’s right, he does. But he’s the Manager and gets some
thing for that—probably £1,000 a year I reckon, and he gets a bonus besides that.
W e were getting five quid a week and getting nothing out of that even. Working
on Saturday and Sunday and getting nothing for it.
Interviewer: How much are white ringers paid?
Aboriginal stockman: The jackeroos get eleven or twelve quid and they are not worth
feeding. Other white blokes get as much as twenty quid a week. No, sorry, twenty
two quid a week.
Interviewer: Why do white blokes get more than Aborigines?
Aboriginal stockman: That’s what we want to find out, see. You look—in the early
days we used to keep the station going. When the work finished we used to roll
our swags and carry them out to the bush, and when the job start again we would
1 The interviewee’s statements concerning the wages of his fellow workers on the station
were known to be accurate.
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carry them back to work. Now, when the rights came—the award—they don’t
like Aborigines and some of the stations say they are going to do away with native
people. I don’t know how their companies are going to do—get on I mean. I know
all the white ringers and managers together won’t do good. I reckon the companies
will go broke.
Interviewer: Well, what was the problem over at [A station] then, when all you
blokes walked off?
Aboriginal stockman: Well, they were getting a low price [wages] but they were still
managing on it.
Interviewer: [A station] is doing away with Aborigines—why do you think that is so?
Aboriginal stockman: The managers do not like native people getting high wages.
Interviewer: Some of the managers say that Aborigines are not good workers.
Aboriginal stockman: Is that right? Well, how about some of these useless jackeroos?
You gotta tell ’em to get on this side or that side and still they gettem good money.
Interviewer: Well, if you do have a problem about your wages, why don’t you talk
to Welfare about these things?
Aboriginal stockman: Look, talk; talk; talk until we talk our tongues out. That the
trouble. W hy couldn’t Welfare have done something for us before the Canberra
mob. Well, we tried and tried; tried and tried. A few of us spoke to Welfare and he
go and see the Manager. The Manager put a bottle of whisky on the table and when
he got the Welfare drunk he say well, what about that blackfella bloke. He’s no
good. The Welfare’s on the Manager’s side. That’s for sure. After that the Welfare
got to chase the boy away and the Manager say to the Welfare to shift him some
where else. That’s the trouble with doing that. Welfare carry ’em away.
Interviewer: Does Welfare come around to these properties?
Aboriginal stockman: Oh, yes.
Interviewer: Do they ever come to talk to you people?
Aboriginal stockman: Very seldom. They call on the manager all the time. Today you
can see that. You can go to see that on all the stations. The manager say this black
fella no good, that blackfella no good, and the Welfare get all that down. But there
are a few good white fellas and a few good blackfellas all the same—-just as bad
in both. You can get a white fella and a black fella to go out and get a load of
wood and the white fella has a sleep. You can’t see it as Manager as you in the
house. You can’t see it unless you get behind him.
Interviewer: Did you hear of the judges coming around last year?
Aboriginal stockman: Yes, I heard of that but I never seen him—heard that two organ
isers at the races told the native people that the wages were going up to white
men’s wages.
Interviewer: What do you think will happen to those people on strike at Wave Hill?
Aboriginal stockman: Well, if they stay out long enough they will win.
Interviewer: How did the boss at [A station] treat the Aboriginal stockman?
Aboriginal stockman: Pretty hard. He bashed one bloke up; [G] was his name . 2 He
took him into the office with his son. They locked the door and bashed his head
against the wall. They then put the dogs onto him. They then bashed him up again
after they put the dogs onto him.
2 The person mentioned in this allegation was later interviewed and corroborated the story.
The assault was known to both the police and Welfare officers in the area. The victim was
admitted to hospital. No action was taken against the manager.
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Interviewer: Well, what are you going to do now that you are out of work?
Aboriginal stockman: I am going to go up to Tennant Creek and do some mining.
Interviewer: What, work in the mine?
Aboriginal stockman: No, that mine don’t employ Aborigines. It bin robbed off Abo
rigines. Aborigines found the mine and the management never give them nothing.
That’s [X Company] and the others. That was way back in 1918 sometime. But
there is a better show than that one they are working. It is [X] miles out. I will get
a taxi up there. It’ll cost me only £5. I’ve got some money in the Bank. I’ve got
£10 at the Welfare Office and £40 in the Savings Bank.
Interviewer: That won’t last you long.
Aboriginal stockman: I’ll be careful with it when I go mining. I won’t waste it. I’ll
have enough tucker to do me for two or three days. I’ll do a dolly up and then
another dolly up and the sell it in Tennant.3
The manager at [J] mine said don’t talk too much. W e’ll sell the gold. The claim
is [X] miles out and will cost me [Y] shillings each day in a cab.
Interviewer: W hat do you think of the Welfare program?
Aboriginal stockman: Well, they aren’t getting good treatment at the settlements. They
are living on bush tucker. Welfare no good for me. Welfare take the boys away.
Wc bin thinking Welfare no good for us. The manager him say to Welfare them
two boys no good to us you might as well takem away. W e today bin sayin that
Welfare no good for us. Police were better for us. In them days the police would
look after us—good clothin’; good ration and even what money we had in Darwin
bank the police would gettem for us.
The police bin better than Welfare. Well, Welfare bin no good at all, anyway.
What I can see they been partner up with managers. Anywhere on this station you
can see that there are bad boys—well, I’m a bad boy cos I stand up and fight for
my own living.
WHITE

MECH AN IC’S WORLD

Mechanic: Many of the half-castes over the last fifteen years were treated almost as
badly, but not quite as badly as the full-bloods. I just remember the ‘dog collar’—
when they were still under the ‘dog collar act’.4 Now I was actually here in the
Territory when all half-castes—or anybody other than a full Aboriginal—got
drinking rights. All the old timers threw their hands up in horror and said it would
be ruination—damnation. That would be twelve years ago. Only two years ago the
full-bloods got drinking rights. And once again the diehards said ruination. The
fact that they had been drinking for years metho and God knows what did not seem
to impress them in the slightest.
Interviewer: That is the same as I heard when I was up here last year, but I was never
able to document it. People claimed that the same arguments that were used against
granting half-castes equal rights in relation to drinking and wages in 1952 were
used against full-bloods in 1965 when their rights were similarly under discussion.
Mechanic: You are dead right.
Interviewer: It seems obvious from the situation up here that once you have given
3 A ‘dolly’ is the local term for a crudely built ore treatm ent device.
4 Aboriginals O rdinance, 1918-1954.
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them equality the Aboriginal people seem more able to fit into a normal situation
than previously.
Mechanic: You are dead right. There is only one thing which is a problem, however:
it is the old people. They are like Mahommed’s coffin—half way between heaven
and hell. I honestly don’t think that they will be able [to make the grade]. Inciden
tally, the Aborigines don’t want to be assimilated either. They want to be equal to
the white fella, but they don’t want to be submerged.

The results of the survey showed that there was a fairly distinct
industrial elite working in the pastoral industry of the Northern Territory,
and that this was made up entirely of white workers. This is not to say
that whites had a monopoly on skills but that, where Aboriginal employees
possessed these skills, they were not recognised or, if recognised, certainly
not rewarded.
Although it was noted that some Aboriginal groups carried out work
of equivalent standard to whites, at no time were they given recognition
for the services involved. This was fairly obvious in the case of cattle
workers, where the majority of persons interviewed conceded that
Aborigines were marginally better suited to the work and more pro
ductive than Europeans. Their particular skills, however, were appropriate
to the open range technique of cattle herding rather than to the more
sophisticated aspects of animal husbandry.
As the increased capitalisation of the properties must bring with it
greater dependence on mechanical devices—and it is partly mastery of
mechanical skills which differentiates advanced from primitive forms of
social organisation—the response of employers to the questions concerning
the mechanical ability of Aborigines was of particular interest. We might
recall that 40 per cent of the managers interviewed claimed that Abo
rigines did possess mechanical aptitude.
It was of some interest then to look at this situation more closely, and
considerable time was taken during station inspections to travel with
mechanical crews and to visit isolated bore pumping stations manned by
Aborigines. An impression of their life and their relationship with the
rest of the station community was adequately summed up by a ‘windmill
expert’ who was interviewed in Darwin. The impressions he gave were
not greatly dissimilar from several other mechanics who were interviewed
but who, for reasons mentioned earlier on, were not favourably disposed
to allowing their opinions to be recorded.
MECHANICAL

APTITUDE

In any given situation the processes of adaptation of one racial group
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to another are somewhat complementary. Rarely is it the case that one
group remains static whilst the other group adjusts to the impact of the
new relationship. Through the process of acculturation both groups are
forced to adjust in some way to the new conditions, although the effect
on their previously established roles and relationships may only be
minor. The extent of the impact of one group on the other depends
considerably on such things as the history of the association, the cohesion
of the groups and their relationship to the source of power. This, in turn,
is further affected by the response of those in control of the economic
resources to the demands which are made on them, from time to time,
through changing conditions and their general interpretation of the needs
of the operation for which they have responsibility. Each situation,
however, is unique. 5
The nuances of policy administration and objectives, as well as the
immediacy of contact between managers and men, inter alia, considerably
affect the contribution of each party to the job at hand as well as each
individual’s appraisal of the contribution of the other to the work
process. The nature of management’s day-to-day supervision of the
details of any individual’s contribution to the production process will, in
normal situations, have considerable bearing on the employers’ apprecia
tion of the value of the services rendered. This in turn conditions the level
of esteem in which the employee is held and the long run rewards which
he may achieve from employment. However, the introduction of racial
differences into industry provides an additional filter through which
managers and men view their respective roles. In the initial stages of
industrialisation in a race contact situation, beliefs about biological
differences play an important part in the assignment of functions between
the two groups. 6 In the case of Aboriginal labour in the pastoral industry
of the Northern Territory the contribution of Aboriginal skills to the
working of cattle seemed to be a logical exploitation of their particular
educational advantages. However, in the acquisition of white technical
skills one witnessed an entirely new learning process. Accordingly,
information concerning the sociology surrounding the acquisition of
additional skills by Aborigines on cattle stations and their exploitation of
this knowledge for their own advantage promised to cast additional light
on the nature of the industrial hierarchy. The mechanic was able to add
5 P.L. Van den Berghe, Race and Racism : A Comparative Perspective, John Wiley, New York,
1967, pp. 148-9.
6 Herbert Blumer, ‘Industrialisation and Race Relations’, in Guy Hunter (ed.), Industrialisation
and Race Relations, Oxford University Press, London, 1965, pp. 220-53.
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considerably to the understanding of the industrial role of Aborigines in
this respect.
Although the person formally interviewed had worked in the outback
as a garage mechanic since before World War II, he did not have any
specific knowledge of windmill maintenance. This is a highly specialised
job and persons who have mastered it were referred to as—rather untypically for the industry—‘windmill experts’. The mechanic related the
way in which he acquired his own knowledge of windmills as follows:
ABORIGINAL CONTRI BUTI ON

Presenting himself for employment at a large station in the northern part
of the Territory, he was requested to take over responsibility for the
working of windmills on the station from the previous incumbent. He
was informed that this man, a European, would introduce him to the
operation and assist him during the period of induction. However, on
presenting himself to the previous occupant of the position it was obvious
that the person was drunk, and had been in this state for some considerable
time. Further, he concluded that it was probably for this reason that the
services of the person concerned had been terminated. He drew the
manager’s attention to the fact. The manager instructed him to go and
introduce himself to two of the Aborigines who had assisted the previous
employee, adding that ‘they [would] show him the rounds’.
On leaving ‘Gubment House’ (the homestead) and walking across to
the windmill shed he considered his predicament with a degree of
hesitancy. The problem of not only assuming responsibility for a job for
which he had no experience, but also for an unknown area of over 6,000
square miles, somewhat daunted him. He decided that he would be
perfectly honest with his Aboriginal assistants and inform them of his
problems. On introducing himself to the two Aborigines they said ‘you
must be the new windmill expert?’ ‘Yes’, he replied, ‘but the only thing
wrong is that I don’t know any bloody thing about windmills’. This
‘rocked them’, he claimed. He continued ‘I don’t know my way around
[the property] either—know nothing about the country—know nothing
about anything—so I am stuck to you fellas.’ The Aborigines then
proceeded to show him around the station and how to maintain and repair
windmills. They did all the work. He just watched.
They became good mates on the basis that [he] asked them and was fair dinkum and
honest with them to show [him] and they did . . . Two full blood Aborigines taught
[him] in the seven months [on the station] everything [he knew] about windmills.
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The Aborigines, he claimed, could get a job anywhere in Australia as
windmill experts, and knew the idiosyncrasies of the various makes and
how to correct their faults. Indeed, he had met many ‘white fellas who
arc paid big wages [for the same job] but who did not have a clue com
pared with [one of his assistants]’.
WHITE

ROLE

The interviewer informed the mechanic that he had witnessed many
situations (particularly on the Barkly Tablelands) where windmill and
bore mechanics were completely dependent on the Aborigines’ services,
in many cases using them as a front for their own idleness. ‘They would
take them out and sit on their arse whilst [the Aborigines] did all the
work’. ‘That’s true—my word that’s true’ was his response. ‘Yes, I’ll go
into court and swear that on oath on a stack of bibles. O f course it’s true.’
Aborigines made similar complaints (see p. 137).
One particular company, he claimed, followed a policy of using
Aboriginal labour in this way.
He then went on to discuss the role of a pumper. ‘A most important
job, but monotonous.’ The cattle were dependent on his presence. The
pumpers had to keep the troughs clean and, if there was insufficient wind,
‘kick’ the diesel motor ‘in’ to fill the troughs. If there were any minor
repair problems they had to be attended to, as contact with the homestead
was normally only made once in each week. In the meantime stock to the
value of upwards to ^75,000 could perish. The lack of radio com
munication and the vast distances involved precluded any possibility of
getting help.
DRIVING

It was the mechanic’s experience also that Aborigines were fairly easily
taught to drive, and that they became competent and responsible drivers.
He was able to teach his assistants rudimentary running repairs to the
vehicles.
One interesting aspect which was also commented on by other
informants was that the management of many stations were strongly
opposed to Aborigines travelling in the front seat of a vehicle. Their
proper place was on the back of the truck. It was common for managers
to instruct their staff to insist on Aborigines riding on the back regardless
of the personal preference of their white employees.
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The company by which the mechanic was employed only had one white
pumper. The European Award rate at the time was
per week and
keep. ‘The Aborigines were damned lucky if they got anything except
their tucker.’
‘Tucker’ was distributed by the windmill expert to the pumpers every
Friday. The fare consisted o f ‘bush corn beef’ (beef rolled in salt), tea and
sugar. Adult males were allowed 4 lb of beef per week, adult females
received 3 lb and picanninics 1 lb. Although during his period on the
station there was no shortage of beef, the manager reprimanded him for
being over indulgent with the meat rations for the employees out on the
run. The natural food resources of the Aborigines had also become
depicted through competition with the cattle.
Some Aborigines endeavoured, however, to broaden their restricted
diet by developing small vegetable gardens and were able to produce
pumpkins, rockmelons and similar vine crops.
The provision for physical comfort was also rudimentary. At one bore
there were two adult males, three adult females and five children. Their
blanket ration for the year was four blankets; there were only five
blankets in their shed, and these were of extremely poor quality. As it
was very cold during the months of June and July, the mechanic ap
proached the manager for additional blankets for the inhabitants at the
bore, asking specifically for one dozen more. The manager claimed that
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the issue had already been made and that there would not be any more
given out. My informant asked why sufficient blankets for all people had
not been issued, and was informed that ‘picanninies don’t get any blankets
as they don’t work’. The mechanic then abused the manager and purchased
a dozen blankets from his own earnings.
He claimed that the withholding of adequate clothing and blanket
issues to Aborigines was common practice on all large stations in the
Northern Territory. To support his statement he referred to arguments
that he had with other managers over the failure to issue Aborigines with
‘ringer’s boots’ (ankle high elastic sided riding boots); the Aboriginal
stockmen were forced to ride bare-footed.7
MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTABI LI TY

In most cases the mechanic believed that it was because of the virtually
universal illiteracy amongst Aborigines that they were unappreciative of
their position and of the lack of reward for their labour. A simple reference
to the fact that ‘it’s in the book’, or some similar term concerning the
accumulation of credit was sufficient to allay their apprehension about any
rewards which were coming to them. Because of this they were robbed
‘hook, line and sinker’.
However, not all Aborigines accepted the final authority of a state
ment from the bookkeeper or the manager concerning the company’s
indebtedness to them. One particular person, displaying a greater degree
of skill and persistence than others, made inquiries of the bookkeeper
concerning their respective remuneration. The mechanic’s Aboriginal
offsider was downcast.
‘W hat’s wrong?’, the mechanic asked.
‘I’ve bin thinkin’, was the reply.
‘W hat ya bin thinkin’ about?’
‘I’ve bin thinkin’ I’m a bloody fool, eh?’
‘No, I don’t think you’re a bloody fool. I think you’re a pretty bright man.’
‘No, I bin thinkin’ I’m a bloody fool. How much money you bin gettin’ a week?’

The mechanic informed him that he was getting .£18 per week and keep.
‘You know how much I bin gettin’ old man? Twenty-five bob. Not fair, eh? Maybe
you see that manager, eh? Get me some more money.’
7 In November 1966,1 gave an Aboriginal employee from a large Barkly Tablelands property
a lift to Borroloola for his vacation. He wore a pair of boots of station issue. They were two
sizes too small for him. To get them on he had had to cut two slits in the leather through
which his toes protruded.
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The mechanic saw the manager and informed him that the Aboriginal
offsider wanted more money. The manager replied that he could not do
it, as he would have to give it to every other Aboriginal on the station.
The mechanic assured him that this was not the case, and then listed a
number of people that he thought should get higher remuneration. He
was told that it was impossible as ‘the Sydney office’ would not allow it.
‘Oh no’, was the manager’s final answer, ‘finish him up—tell him that
he cannot have it.’
The mechanic returned to his offsider and informed him of the result
of his interview.
‘Oh well, no more. I bin finish up altogether.’
‘What are you going to do?’
‘Well, I bin going to go to that Darwin town and sit down at Bagot and play cards.
Any money I want I’ll get off Welfare.’

In this way the mechanic claimed that the Aboriginal concerned was
turned into a ‘complete bludgcr’.
FINANCIAL

IRRESPONSIBILITY

When questioned on the apparent irresponsibility with which Aborigines
treat their accumulated funds when they are paid the mechanic replied:
Ever known a ringer who didn’t react in the same way? The stories of the big sprees
are part of the tradition of the bush. They come down with a roll of notes in their
hand and they are determined to go through it, as they know it is only a matter of
time before they have to go back to their mundane life on the station. Aboriginal
attitudes to earnings in this way simply reflect what goes on around them.
BRUTALITY

The mechanic had experienced much evidence of brutality during his
period on the station, although he believed that it was a thing of the past.
Various acts of violence that he referred to included the belting of an
adult female over the head with a hobble strap and the enforced crouching
of a group of adult females on a hot tin roof ‘until they nearly died’.
IMPACT

OF T H E

WELFARE

BRANCH

The mechanic was appreciative of the work of the Welfare Branch in one
aspect of their responsibilities. Although he considered Welfare officers
were only ‘career men who couldn’t care less’, they had ‘put the fear of
God into the managers about bashings and brutality’. For this he thought
that they should be given some credit. ‘But apart from that [he could not]
give them any other credit.’
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Interviewer: How long have you been in the Territory?
Bookkeeper: Since 1958. I answered an advertisement in the Sydney Morning Herald
for a position as bookkeeper/storekeeper [for a large foreign owned company and
served on five properties]—First of all when I was recruited down South I was told
by the man at the Sydney Office that the blacks hated the white men and to treat
them the same way—that will be the best way to get on with them—treat them as
dirt sort of thing.

In the processes of the law some persons are in a more favourable
position than others to pass comment on the nature of its application.
Similarly, other persons are occasionally better placed because of their
position, rank or location of their work to consider various aspects of
social organisation.
On the northern properties the storekeeper filled the role of inter
mediary between the executive authority of the station manager and the
practical application of his policies and attitudes towards the Aboriginal
employees.
Because of the need for the continuing control of stock, and the dual
function of the storekeeper as bookkeeper, this European employee was
placed in a unique position. Not only was it necessary for him to under
stand fully management policy in relation to the victualling of Aborigines,
but he was also able to witness the correlation between the company’s
legal obligations and their implementation. As well, because he was
normally the prime source of sustenance for the Aboriginal community,
he developed a unique relationship with individual indigenes, being, at
times, the only person on the station who would not only know all of the
Aborigines by name, but about whom he also had considerable personal
knowledge. Because of this, information obtained from these employees
was particularly valuable in understanding the details of the Aboriginal
labour system as it operated on most company-controlled stations.
Although frequently the informants involved one in a mass of detail
which was impossible to digest for a study of this nature, they did
occasionally throw some light on practices which seemed to be fairly
common throughout the industry. Their information was particularly
helpful in understanding the response of management to their liabilities
under the Wards Employment Ordinance and the general administration
of the community as a social unit.
However, the position of trust and confidence which they commonly
shared with the station manager or owner made them particularly difficult
people to interview in a formal sense. This difficulty was further com-
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pounded by the fact that they were often engaged in nefarious practices
either relating to the administration of the store from the company’s
point of view, or over the handling of funds and commodities due to the
Aborigines.
In these circumstances they were naturally loath to discuss the methods
by which station property and accounts were handled, and when en
couraged to speak on the actual operations of the station, as distinct from
theory, they preferred to discuss matters by way of analogy—indicating
that what they knew about malpractices was always happening at other
stations.
I was fortunate in recording an interview with one bookkeeper-cumstorekeeper, and believe that his experiences were typical of the life of
most of the other persons in similar positions throughout the industry. At
least they present a picture of disturbing frankness as far as the personal
activities of the individual are concerned. As such they must at least be
taken as a serious conditioning factor in the communities over which he
had influence. In a broader sense they add to our knowledge of the
methods of operation of management and the Welfare Branch in a
reasonably significant section of the Northern Territory pastoral industry.
WAGE

INCREASES

In 1959 the cash wage of Aboriginal males was raised from ^1 per week,
‘cash in hand’, to £ 2 per week plus 15s. in lieu of a clothing allowance.
The bookkeeper considered that the ‘change was not as much as [the
Administration] made out’. In fact, goods which had previously been
issued, such as eating and cooking utensils, were withdrawn from the free
list. Because of this they were worse off then than before their ‘wages’
were put up. The female ‘wage’ was also raised from 7s. 6d. per week to
^ 1 per week plus 10s. per week clothing allowance. But they, too, were
‘no better off—they were worse off’. ‘There was nothing given to them
at all except Aboriginal tobacco.’ The tobacco issued was marked ‘For
Aboriginal Use Only’ and cost 17s. per lb as compared with European
tobacco costing jT2 5s. per lb. Coming in eleven plugs to the pound, the
tobacco did not have great acceptance amongst Aborigines.
DIET

Although the Wards Employment Ordinance provided for a reasonably
balanced diet to be provided to Aborigines, the bookkeeper found that
some of the fundamental items mentioned in the ration scale were not
issued. ‘When I got to [X] a woman asked for a tin of milk for her child.
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I was not supposed to give it to her but I did.’ Although the ration scale
contained a number of items representing vitamin balance the Aborigines
rarely enjoyed such necessities.
There was provision in the Wards Employment Ordinance for fruit but none of
them saw any. They did, however, get fruit from the store at 3s. per tin.

Some of the stations where he had been employed carried a herd of
cows, but rarely were Aborigines allowed to enjoy the full benefit.
‘White stockmen had full cream milk—the separated milk was given to
the black children.’
No vegetables were issued at all. Managers reasoned that Aborigines
would throw them away. They did, however, occasionally get some rice.
The standard diet was meat and bread. Normally the beef with which
they were issued was the left-over cuts available after the white com
munity had taken their choice.
Although Aborigines usually received the poorest cuts of meat,
occasionally amounting to little more than offal, there appeared to be one
redeeming feature about the beef supplies: The bookkeeper claimed that
there was an instruction on the company’s file informing managers to kill
only aged cows. However, this rarely happened. Wherever possible the
stations endeavoured to slaughter beasts with the brands of neighbouring
properties. He had himself ‘gone out and killed other people’s cattle. It
all balances out I suppose because other people kill their cattle’.
WELFARE

ORGANISATION

The bookkeeper found that it was very rare for Aborigines to complain
to Welfare representatives in the field, as there seemed to be a greater
affinity between the Department’s agent in the area with the employer
than with the Aborigines. Whenever inspections were made of the
Aborigines’ camp it was normally in the presence of the employer.
Aboriginal employees were expected to make their complaints in the face
of the representatives of the Administration in Darwin and the manager
of the community on which he was dependent for his sustenance.
In one incident described by the bookkeeper the manager accompanied
the Welfare Officer to the Aborigines’ camp and lined them all up;
moving down the line with the manager he asked each individual if he
had any complaints. There were none!
Only once did he discover an Aboriginal prepared to make a complaint
during the visit of a Welfare Officer to a remote property. The person
concerned considered that the pensioners were not receiving enough beef,
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although they were entitled under Welfare determination to several
pounds per week. She made the complaint, which apparently was never
acted upon by the Welfare Branch. The complainant was, in turn,
reprimanded by the manager after the Branch’s representative had left
the station. No more was heard about the complaint and the victualling
of pensioners remained in its usual poor state.
He believed that it was the Aborigines’ attitudes to their employers
that prevented them doing anything about their own position. ‘The boss
and his wife were high up’ and it wasn’t right for indigenes to embarrass
or inconvenience them in any way. On the other hand, Aborigines
looked at the Welfare Branch ‘not as an organisation to help them but to
control them. They were more like policemen. They would not go to
them if they were in trouble’.
One of the reasons for this attitude, he believed, was the fact that
although the Welfare Branch was aware of the widespread nature of the
abuse of management’s power over the Aborigines they did nothing
about the situation. This factor was further compounded by the close
liaison between Welfare Officers and the employer as ‘they stayed at the
house and got on the grog with the boss’.
Finally, the bookkeeper considered that one reason why little had been
done about the predicament of the Aborigines on the stations was that
they were not able to communicate about their problems with the outside
world. On one particular property where he had worked there were
some mission educated indigenes. The station manager instructed him to
ensure that no letters were posted by his Aboriginal employees before he
had the opportunity to read them.
CHARITY

During the bookkeeper’s stay at one property a carton of old clothing
arrived at the station from an address in southern Australia. The manager’s
wife informed him that the items had been sent to her by her mother.
Shortly after their receipt the manager got him to pay the Aborigines,
and his wife began to sell the clothes to the indigenes. Old dresses fetched
.£3 and old petticoats ^1.
A half-caste Aboriginal married to a full-blood woman stopped her
buying the articles as he considered them to be virtually useless. However,
the manager’s wife importuned them. One woman spent all the money
she had. Another was encouraged to withdraw the money owing to her
husband, a leper, who was absent in Darwin, and to spend it on clothing.
Exploitation in this way was not limited to individuals on lower incomes.
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A pastoral inspector visited the bookkeeper’s office one morning, and
studied the Aboriginal wages list in an endeavour to determine which
employee had the largest accumulation of funds to enable him to do
business. He came to the conclusion that there was insufficient money in
the full-bloods’ accounts for his purposes. He then selected a half-caste
employee, who, apparently, had close ties with the Aboriginal camp but,
because of his higher rate of pay, had accumulated more reserves. The
inspector approached this man and sold him a watch and a battery
operated shaver. The shaver could be procured in Sydney for £ \ and
the watch never worked. The employee had £33 in his account and the
pastoral inspector encouraged him to sign a cheque for £ 30.
BRUTALITY

The bookkeeper had witnessed many acts of brutality towards Aborigines,
and confirmed evidence in this regard presented elsewhere. On one
station at which he worked he claimed that the manager had come across
a family of Aborigines proceeding from one location on the property to
another, by foot. He noticed that they were carrying an unusual looking
parcel wrapped in cloth, which he concluded was stolen beef. Galloping
after them he pulled out his stockwhip and flayed the person with the
parcel, forcing him to drop it. As it fell to the ground it came open and
the body of an infant fell into the dust. This information was similar to
material collected from Aboriginal informants.
In another description of disciplinary measures on the stations on which
he worked, the bookkeeper was informed by the manager that he had
just returned from the Aborigines’ camp where he had administered a
beating to two ‘lubras’, kicking them in the process. He was concerned
about the incident because a representative of the Welfare Branch arrived
about an hour after the beating, and he thought that they might have told
the officer. The native women, however, did not confide in the officer
about their problems. ‘They never make any complaints’, he continued.
A girl at a particular station had a disagreement with the manager’s wife
who continued to object to the temperature of the milk in a bottle that
the girl had to prepare for the wife’s baby. In a fit of pique the Aboriginal
house girl called the manager’s wife a ‘bastard’.
The girl was sent back to the camp and put off the books and was not allowed to
work any more. [Aborigines] do [object] occasionally. They rise up and then [the
management] cut them off.

In European circumstances conflict of this nature is usually contained
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by the individual removing himself from the immediate vicinity over
which the employer has influence and by canvassing for another job. But
the Aborigines’ situation in northern Australia was entirely different.
They could not move onto adjoining stations.
PAYMENT

OF W A G E S

The bookkeeper informed me that there were some people working on
stations who were not paid. Some of them were not even on the company’s
books. He had known pastoralists to boast about this in some of the local
hotels. One particular person claimed that he wanted to attract more
pensioners to his property as they ‘were better than cattle’.
On this business of them not getting their right money when they come with their
thumbprints—a bloke who works as a horse tailer and is not on the books—a bloke
about fifteen—come the race meeting and he is going to get £ 4 . The manager looks
down the list and sees some bloke with enough money and he may knock £ 8 off it.
I was in this myself. I hesitated when I was instructed to do this, and I still think that
I was probably wrong. I realised that if I did not do it I would be sacked, and it would
continue. It was common practice for a bloke to sign for more than he received.

The defrauding of employees in this way continued although it was
necessary for both the manager and the bookkeeper to sign as witnesses
to the proper payment.
Because of the nature of the credit system which operated on the
various stations, with Aborigines drawing commodities from the stores
against their accrued wages, many opportunities arose for storekeepers to
defraud the employees. Although my informant did not admit to
engaging in these practices he was aware that they did take place, mention
ing two properties. At one station the storekeeper was eighty tins of
tobacco short in his stocktaking; these had been used by the whites
associated with the homestead. The total cost of the shortage was dis
tributed amongst the Aboriginal accounts. ‘You could book down
anything. They do not sign anything or even put their thumb print down.’
Given the situation at the stations he considered that it would have been
easy to book food out to the Aboriginal camp and keep it himself.
But the sharp practices were not the sole preserve of the bookkeeper.
Although the Wards Employment Ordinance provided that the expense
involved by Aborigines in travelling to station employment was to be
borne by the employer, the interviewee discussed the details of a case in
which an Aboriginal stockman who was living at the Bagot compound in
Darwin, was forced to pay the cost of his journey to the Victoria River
District for employment out of his own savings.
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They put him on the bus at Daley Waters and we picked him up. About a month
later I got a note to debit him for £28—the complete fare. I could not get this over
to him—he could not get things for his children and thought that I was robbing him.
As he was only getting £ 2 per week and 15s. for clothing he had no chance of paying
that.

The manager of one of the largest pastoral groups in the Northern
Territory was encouraged to pursue practices which obviously had an
oppressing effect on the resident Aboriginal population. Given the
restraining influence of both the Wards Employment Ordinance—in
making it illegal for persons to encourage indigenes to leave their employ
ment—and the agreement between company managers not to employ
persons normally resident on another station, any opportunities to leave
with the object of improving their position were effectively circumscribed.
RUNNING

COSTS

Managers on the station at which the bookkeeper informant was employed
were rewarded partly according to how cheaply they were able to run
the operation. This encouraged them, through the payment of bonuses,
to engage in certain cost saving activities.
They were very conscious [of the bonus system]. They would cut down on trivial
things such as food and even a few pounds on wages. There was a case there where
a native who did not smoke, who had no wife to spend his money on, and his savings
accumulated to about £20. The manager saw his balance and he told me to take him
off the books. Leave him work. He has enough money there without paying him any
more. He worked for about two or three months without credit. I would say that
the manager did that as part of the way in which he would run the property cheaply.
Although he would not have done it on instructions from the Head Office.

My informant believed, however, that there was a considerable degree
of subterfuge on the part of management about this type of practice.
Although the general manager of the company had made public state
ments concerning the payment of legal rates of pay on the properties, it
was not difficult for him to determine that the labour costs were lower
than the appropriate figure for comparable operations. He ‘did not know
what happened on the station and did not want to know’.
SOCIAL

SERVICES

AND

WELFARE

BRANCH

AID

There were a lot of children at [X]. Twenty-five probably. But there was no school
during my time although I believe that there is one now. The managers never wanted
them educated—it was convenient that they could not read or write. Most of the
people got child endowment. For the first child they were getting child endowment
which was given to the station. For the others they were getting 16s. 6d. per week—

i

ABORIGINES

82

IN

THE

CATTLE

INDUSTRY

little piccaninnies and so on—it was pure profit because they gave them nothing.
The mother fed them on the breast and there was nothing given to them at all. In
fact the father would buy a lot of clothes for them. There were issues given out every
quarter but they were making a ‘cop’ on it. At [X] they were making about .£60
every four months on the children and old people—that is according to what I booked
out and what I received from Welfare. This went into what they called an Aboriginal
Account. There were two kinds of accounts: one kept locally and one at the head
office. This one was kept at head office. This was money that was not devoted to
housing; it was just surplus.

HOUSING

There was no Aboriginal housing at the station where he was mainly
employed. One reason given for this was ‘that there was no use in putting
housing there; if a native died they did not want to live there any more’.
The buildings which were supplied consisted of four iron walls with
no windows or floors.
They were buildings that you could hook a tractor on to and slide along and move
to another place. If you pulled it to another place they would live in it. Whether this
was true or not [he] did not know.

He had visited some of the stations since his departure and found that there
had been no significant improvement.
One of the main housing problems, he believed, was the limited
financial authority allowed the manager. All items in excess of .£50 had
to be forwarded to London for approval.
SEXUAL

RELATIONS

My informant claimed that sexual promiscuity was rife on all of the
stations at which he worked, and that these activities were engaged in
with the open knowledge and encouragement of the management.
Although in different circumstances the private life of informants might
not be considered an appropriate subject for discourse amongst economists,
the socio-economic implications of these particular sexual activities add
considerable depth to understanding of the situation which has developed
and the responses of Aboriginal employees to impositions made on them
and their women.
On his first posting it took the bookkeeper only two weeks to establish
sexual liasion with the Aboriginal camp. The Aboriginal woman working
in the store asked him if he wanted a woman as she had a particular person
available for him. He accepted the invitation and a young single girl
became his partner, spending many nights in his room near the homestead.
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It was the bookkeeper’s opinion that there were very few ‘celibate’ 8
Aboriginal women at the station. W hen the male Aboriginal employees
were out working cattle and away from the homestead Aboriginal women
made contact with white male employees with the object of soliciting
sexual intercourse. I asked him if the relationship was normally concluded
for cash consideration:
Yes— occasionally, but it was normally for a plug o f tobacco or some tea and sugar.
Was that a necessary part o f the act?
Yes, I think it would have been. If I had refused it it would have been all over.
W hat about children in these circumstances? Do they ever happen?
Yes, I think they did. There are plenty o f half caste children at [X]—but I have never
heard o f anybody having to pay for them.

Sexual exploitation in this way was not limited to the white employees
at the stations but involved all levels of personnel. At one station a company
pastoral inspector who had acquired the colourful title of ‘the Black
Prince’ because of his penchant for Aboriginal women, endeavoured to
seduce the house girl who had been allocated to look after his needs. As
the bookkeeper explained:
She did the unexpected thing and started howling and went off to the boss’s wife and
told her, singing out real loud. The manager’s wife chased her off to the camp scream
ing out ‘go on, go to the camp, go to the camp; you’re a dirty beast’.

8 The surrounding circumstances of my informant’s conversation indicate that he intended
‘celibate’ to mean ‘non-promiscuous’.
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T HE A U R A OF B R U T A L I T Y

T ro m the castrating of bulls through to the dispatch of beasts to the
X meatworks for dismembering, the cattle industry might be con
sidered a more brutal pursuit than those followed on the rolling green
hills of the dairying country, or by the occupants of suburban villas
throughout Australia. Consequently one does not expect the same
standards of social decorum to operate in two such widely different areas
of society. However, it has been noted by some authors that the needs of
the frontier, historically, have produced individuals with distinct person
ality traits. These have been variously a strong sense of independence and
individualism; a preference for the immediate and pragmatic resolution
of problems and a bias towards practical adjustment to conflict rather
than the use of theory.1
At any one time, though, the behaviour of individuals towards others
in the community is somewhat dependent on the past history of relation
ships, as well as the current standards of social approbation. That historically
the standards of social behaviour between the different racial groups in
the pastoral industry would not meet the approval of the present Australian
community, might be clearly deduced from the work of Berndt in
1946—the use of the techniques ‘of violence and threats of violence as the
means of keeping the native under control’ and active dislike of the
Aborigines and ‘indifference or positive pleasure at the thought of their
extermination’.2
The overwhelming vote for constitutional change in the referendum
1 See generally Allen, Bush and Backwoods.
2 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, p. 66.
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concerning the transfer of power over Aboriginal affairs to the Common
wealth Government in 1967 seems to indicate that at least the majority of
voters in Australia desired to see the general standards of the com
munity, and the opportunities available to themselves, also extended to
Aborigines.
As a general impression of the industry in 1968, one must conclude
that overt incidents of violence had considerably decreased since the
earlier study in 1948. Most employers tried to give the impression that
they were favourably disposed towards their Aboriginal employees.
However, there was still an overtone of malice in many of the coarse
jokes which were engaged in at the Aborigines’ expense. For example,
one employer who was interviewed considered that the resident popula
tion on his property was getting beyond control, and that he would have
‘to cull a few of the bucks’.3 Another made reference to the possibility of
‘a gift of a surprise packet of flour’ to overcome a similar problem.4
As a white bookkeeper pointed out, comments of this nature were
often made in such a way as to lead one to believe that there was little
gap between the frame of mind and possible action.
The aura of brutality on the properties, however, went much further
than general reference to past atrocities and neglect and idle threats. It
affected the day-to-day reactions of individuals to their industrial environ
ment. It was the feeling of Aborigines that management might resort to
violence over issues which would be considered legitimate complaints
amongst whites.
For example, one Aboriginal stockman tendered the information that
when he was working in the stock camp the station owner simply threw
the meat allocated to the Aboriginal employees onto the ashes of the fire,
after having prepared his own meal in more conventional European style.
As the employee obviously objected to the continuation of what might
have been considered the traditional Aboriginal way of cooking meat and
pointed out, with approval, the more meticulous preparation of the
employer’s meal of meat and vegetables, I asked him why he did not
protest. His response was ‘that the boys would be beaten up’.
But on the Aboriginal side there were still constant reminders of the
humiliations that had been suffered by the people in the distant, and not
so distant, past. Most groups visited had their burial grounds which might
3 Literally translated as removing some of the undesirable beasts from the herd, but colloquially
interpreted as meaning castration.
4 The presentation o f bags of flour containing strychnine was an earlier method used by
pastoralists to decrease Aboriginal numbers on northern cattle stations. See Mary Durack,
Kings in Crass Castles, Constable, London, 1959, p. 58.
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be inspected after a degree of rapport had been established. Usually on
such journeys it was not long before the local residents were offering
information about the more spectacular demise of some of their fore
bears, many of whom had ‘finished up’ as the result of open neglect on
the part of management or of more overt conflict.
A typical example of this attitude was recorded in the interview with a
striking Aboriginal stockman. After asking him when he thought the
strikers would return to the property he simply replied: ‘Never. Too late.
Lot of people die’.
A similar attitude was shown in an old pensioner’s story about his
visit to a distant bore during his younger days on the property, and his
discovery of the bodies o f two Aboriginal employees. His conclusion was
that ‘white fellas killcm. You couldn’t stop ’em’. He then rounded out
his experience of violence on the property by indicating an area where
‘they bin killem over there’.
Another reminder of the history of violence on the properties was
contained in the eye witness accounts o f older people, who recalled two
European stockmen shooting three Aborigines in an endeavour to obtain
the services of their womenfolk for sexual purposes.
From interviews with employees and, indeed, general discussion with
employers, it was obvious that resort to violence on the part of manage
ment during periods o f conflict had not been completely eliminated.
Evidence o f this was collected on tape. The methods of assault used included
stockwhips, sticks, a bridle piece and fists.
A similar response was indicated by Aborigines in reply to questions
as to why they did not make claims for higher pay: ‘because [the boss]
would kick you’.
The aura of brutality which exists on cattle stations in the Northern
Territory is not limited to physical aggression alone. This can only be
considered as the end product of the overt display of attitudes which are
based, generally, on the social inferiority of the members o f the native
work force. Evidence of this might be gleaned from the discussion else
where of the standard of food, and of accommodation, provided.
However, it is equally evident in the whites’ attitudes to sexual relations
with female members of the native community. In this process the
women were used, callously, as the vehicle for dalliance or, in a more
calculating sense, as a method by which the management attempted to
decrease white labour turnover.
Given the basic knowledge of personal and public hygiene amongst
Aboriginal women, illiteracy and absence of prophylactic devices, a
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common sense conclusion would lead one to believe that the rate of both
conception and venereal disease was high.
Unlike evidence relating to brutality through physical aggression there
seemed to have been very little reduction in the incidence of sexual
exploitation since the time of Berndt’s study. As Lockwood has pointed
out more recently, Aboriginal women remained ‘fair game’ for any
white desirous of sexual adventure.5 Further observation would suggest
that the incidence of first sexual contact between Aboriginal females and
Caucasian males has only risen slightly above the seven year old females
mentioned by Berndt.6
Although it was not possible to establish clear causal connections
between the low rate of birth and abortion practices, it should be noted
that at several locations Europeans believed that Aboriginal women
continued to practice infanticide. Further, it might be considered
significant in this respect that the writer is unaware of any paternity
suits which have been executed on Aborigines’ behalf by the Welfare
Branch of the Northern Territory.
Aborigines were, naturally, incensed by the attitudes of the European
community to their womenfolk. They believed that the European com
munity was responsible for exploiting them in this way. Further, that the
management would arrange for the absence of Aboriginal males when it
was desired to gain access to their womenfolk.
The brutal and frequently inhuman attitudes adopted towards
Aborigines were also shown in the small appreciation of the ravages of
illness, accident and disease amongst them that was accorded by manage
ment. Given the poor dietary and accommodation standards of Aborigines
they were obviously subjected to conditions which could only be con
sidered as oppressive in their impact. Although access to statistics on
the nature of Aboriginal ill-health in the Northern Territory has been
refused by the Department of Health, peripheral evidence referred to
earlier suggested that it is of scandalous proportions. Commensurate with,
and possibly in part the cause of, this record was the low level of priority
accorded to complaints arising from Aboriginal ill-health. Some of the
evidence surrounding this aspect of life on Northern Territory cattle
stations has been presented elsewhere (pp. 100-2).
The impact of the pattern of ill-health, however, was of some import
ance in appraising the industrial environment of the native employees.
Unfortunately, because of the refusal of the Welfare Branch to co-operate
5 Lockwood, ‘Goodbye to God’s Best Country’.
6 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, p. 8.
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in any way with the survey, it was not possible to investigate the nature
o f the workers’ compensation program which was its responsibility.
Regardless of this fact there were many obvious cases of potential
workers’ compensation claims observed. Few of these seemed to have been
processed in any way. The situation is best demonstrated through the
words of an Aboriginal employee who had been seriously injured during
the period of the survey. In telling the story he clearly delineates the
dangers and responsibilities o f the job he was called upon to carry out,
and the property owner’s response to his suffering. The employee
involved was the same person who alleged that he had been paid 8s. for
two months w ork:
Early this year I had to break in a young horse. I had to teach him to cut the bullock
out. When I started to cut out the first bullock the young horse did not know and I
had to hit him under the belly with a strap, and he went over too quick. I had to let
the iron go and jump off. They called out as he rolled over and I saw the horse coming
over on me and I saw the front leg coming over and hit me right in the part of the
neck. I had a Christian friend there and he had to pray to God because I Christian
myself now—When I wake up someone say ‘Hey, there’s something wrong with
your eye’. I had to push the eye back into the socket. One of the men bring the horses
back and I had to lead the horses back into the camp—I had to take the saddle off
myself—tie his leg up because he was a bad horse. I laid down for about an hour and
cut a piece of leather and tie it around my neck (to put my arm in) and I had to cut
a shirt to tie my neck up to keep it still. I had to saddle up the same horse and went
back to the cattle camp. I had to put up with that. We cut out 800 bullocks that day.
Two days later I asked the manager if he would let me go back to the station and he
said ‘No. I want this job done now as we have 1,300 bullocks to go through to
Queensland’. W e had 1,000 head at B. Bore and one boy said that [owner] at the
camp. When I went out with the cattle I couldn’t see. All my face covered with dust.
I was driving a camp horse. I went over and said Good day, [Boss]. He said ‘Good
day [X], you’re looking well.’ ‘I not feeling good today’, I said. ‘Why not?’ he asked.
‘I can’t see anything wrong with you’. My eye was covered with blood. I said to him
‘What about taking me to hospital?’ He said ‘If I do that you mightn’t come back.
When I go back to the station I will look after you. I’ll get medicine because if you
go to the hospital who’ll ride your horse because it’s a bad horse’.
He brought the medicine that day—some linament. A week later I had to get
that linament and rub it over my shoulder as I could feel pain. When I was mustering
I could feel something wrong. I pulled my shirt off and all my skin peeled off. It was
red raw. I had to take my shirt off and ride miles back to camp without my shirt on.
I got back to the camp and work in the dust. A week later I went back to the station
and went blind.

The person involved later visited Sydney where the basic cause o f his
blindness was diagnosed and corrected after an operation. To the writer’s
knowledge no claim for workers’ compensation has ever been made on
his behalf.

10

T HE 1965
E Q U A L WAGE S CASE

T > y 1965 Europeans had been in close contact with Aborigines for
U some 200 years. For at least 100 of these years constant attempts had
been made to formalise the Aborigines’ relationships with employers so
that increased advantages might be gained from the industrial contact.
During seventy-five of those years administrative arrangements had been
designed to assist Aborigines in their dealings with the agents of the
broader European community. At first, policy was aimed at controlling
‘the Aboriginal problem’; however, in later years, it has been to increase
the value of Aborigines to the European economy, and eventually to
assist them in becoming ‘self sustaining units in our economic structure’.
During that time a broad canvas of administrative law and practice was
developed, ostensibly with these objectives in mind. However, as can be
seen from the descriptive material in the foregoing study, at the end of
the period it might fairly be said that the Aboriginal labourer had neither
been elevated nor become a ‘self sustaining unit’. The most obvious
reason for this is that at no stage was the native employee rewarded for
the economic value of his labour. Indeed, this situation continued in spite
of the important role he was playing in the development of northern
industry, and in defiance o f the whole series of laws and ordinances
established to protect him in this respect. It is a remarkable thing, that his
economic value should be overlooked in a society so otherwise concerned
with concepts of industrial justice and equity.
In many respects the Conciliation and Arbitration system, developed
to be available to the community as a whole but applied to European
purposes only, was designed to ensure the application of new and con-
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sistcnt standards of industrial equity. The supporters of the system have
sought to replace the traditional role of economic conflict and industrial
struggle with forensic logic. For this purpose they, too, built up a formid
able series of checks and balances to ensure that neither worker nor
employer gained undue advantage from the other in their efforts to
advance their own economic well-being. The system, as such, was
intended to be all-pervading. Under Section 51 (XXXV) of the Common
wealth Constitution, the Federal Government was empowered to make
laws for the peace, order, and good government of the Commonwealth
in respect to ‘Conciliation and Arbitration for the prevention and settle
ment of industrial disputes extending beyond the limits of any one State’.
This section of the Constitution was designed to fill the void where the
State’s powers were considered to be insufficient. By the Northern
Territory (Administration) Act, 1910-1959, the Commonwealth’s powers
in relation to conciliation and arbitration were extended to the Northern
Territory.1
J U D G M E N T BY C O N S E N S U S

Aborigines were excluded from the jurisdiction of the Commonwealth
Arbitration Court by default. At no time has there been a searching
inquiry into either their legal position before the tribunal or the desir
ability of coverage or exclusion. In 1924, the Court curtly ruled out an
application by the Northern Territory Workers’ Union to limit the
number of indigenes employed on cattle stations.2 The union changed its
tactics in 1928 and asked that Aborigines be included in the Award. This
request met with the same result as the earlier application, but with even
less explanation.3
The same position applied in the States. With as little evidence and
argument as in the Northern Territory, the Court ruled in 1932 that, as
the federal award did not mention Aborigines and it was not possible for
them to join the Australian Workers’ Union,4 ‘quite clearly [they were]
excluded’.5 The same level of concern was apparent in the 1944 judgment
of the Court. In that case it determined that ‘natives have, because of their
1 See also Annual Report of the Northern Territory, 1965, p. 61.
3 20 C.A.R. 511-12.
3 26 C.A.R. 623.
4 The Constitution of the Australian W orkers’ Union still includes racial prescription. See
generally, G.W . Ford, ‘W ork’ in A.F. Davies and S. Encel (eds.) Australian Society: A Socio
logical Introduction, Cheshire, Melbourne, 1970, 2nd ed., pp. 84-145, especially pp. 104-7.
5 31 C.A.R. 715.
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traditions . . . habits . . . incapacity [and] disinclination to compete with’
whites. It again excluded them from its jurisdiction.6
Similarly, the Commission was given the opportunity to consider the
matter in 1948, but ruled that it did not have the power to cover Aborigines
in the Cattle Station Industry (Northern Territory) Award. However, the
interrelationship between justice for indigenous workers and administra
tive convenience has been demonstrated by Rowley in quoting the
Commissioner’s reasons for the refusal of the application:
I must refuse the union’s application that the award should apply to Aboriginals. As

the result o f a conference last year between the Pastoral Associations and the Northern
Territory Administration, agreement was reached concerning the terms of employ
ment and the maintenance of Aboriginals living on stations. From a perusal of this
agreement it is clear that if the union’s application were granted it would interfere
with the policy of the administration. Such an interference would not be justified
as the Administration is much better equipped than a court of arbitration to attend
to the welfare of the Aboriginals living and working on cattle stations. 7

As Rowley points out, ‘this denial, or refusal to use the power of wage
fixation which the Commonwealth had, left the way open for fixing
separate Aboriginal wages later, under the Wards’ Employment
Ordinance’.8
Although the ruling of Commissioner Portus in the 1948 case was
questionable at law,9 and both the Welfare Branch and the responsible
Union were aware of this fact for some years before the matter was called
into question by an application to the Full Bench of the Commission for
review, neither of these parties, nor the Federal Government showed
sufficient concern for the conditions of Aborigines to protect their
interests.10 The Commission took its prejudiced position, and the Union
and the Welfare Branch their role of non-intervention, in full knowledge
of the desperate conditions of the indigenous employees. The Welfare
Branch’s case was further compounded by the disastrous impact that its
6 53 C.A.R. 214.
7 Quoted by C.D. Rowley, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society, vol. I of Aboriginal Policy
and Practice, Australian National University Press, Canberra, 1970, p. 338.
8 Ibid.
9 Federated Seamen’s Union of Australia v. Commonwealth Steamship Owners’ Association,
19 C.A.R. 53, and in re Waterside W orkers’ Award, 7 October 1959, O.I.L.R., 31 October
1959.
10 The Crown Solicitor for the Northern Territory rejected the Commissioner’s ruling
(Transcript of the Proceedings of the Select Committee on Social Welfare Legislation,
Legislative Council of the Northern Territory, 1964, p. 163). In private discussions the
Crown Solicitor informed me that he had held this opinion for some years and had informed
both the Union and the Welfare Branch, Darwin, 13 July 1965.
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traditional policies were having on the very existence of the rural com
munities. If the Berndt Report was either not available, or not sufficient,
for their purposes, adequate evidence of the failure of policy existed in
the departmental files on Darwin.11 It would seem that only public
pressure would move either party. In 1963 the biennial Conference of the
Australian Council of Trade Unions passed a resolution calling on all the
parties concerned to redress the situation and bring Aborigines into the
mainstream of industrial decision-making.12 By this time, as has been
pointed out, Aborigines had been given the right to vote in the Common
wealth elections, and the specialist nature of the Welfare Ordinance had
begun to crumble. The Director of Welfare, however, intended to
continue to apply the Wards’ Employment Ordinance to those who
were wards for the purpose of the Welfare Ordinance 1953-63.13
In response to the A.C.T.U. resolution, which was passed in similar
terms again in 1965,14 and a certain degree of pressure from the Northern
Territory Council for Aboriginal Rights (which worked closely with the
officers of the Union deposed in 1952),15 the North Australian Workers’
Union made a successful application to the Commonwealth Conciliation
and Arbitration Commission in 1965 to vary the Cattle Station Industry
(Northern Territory) Award, by deleting references excluding Aborigines
from its conditions.16
The hearing of the Union’s claim began before the Full Bench of the
Commission in July of that year, and during the following six months the
Commission sat in Sydney, Melbourne, Darwin, and Alice Springs, and
visited some thirty-six cattle stations, five government settlements, and
one mission in the Northern Territory.
Although the Union admitted having very few Aboriginal members,
and despite another application seeking leave to intervene in the interests
of the broader body of Australian employees,17 the Commission conceded
11 Bill Jeffreys, ‘Why Welfare is a Dirty Word to Aborigines’, Australian, 28 October 1967.
12 Australian Council of Trade Unions, Decisions of the Australian Congress of Trade Unions,
Melbourne, 1963, p. 4.
13 No. 46 of 1964, S. 4 (b).
14 Australian Council of Trade Unions, Decisions of the Australian Congress of Trade Unions,
Sydney, 1965, pp. 4, 5.
15 Tatz, Aboriginal Administration, pp. 210-19.
16 Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, No. 830 of 1965, the transcript
of evidence of which is hereafter referred to as ‘Hearing’. The transcript relating to the
Application for Listing, 19 February 1965, is referred to as ‘Application’. The judgment of the
Commission in the case is similarly marked.
17 The Association of Architects, Engineers, Surveyors and Draughtsmen of Australia,
Application, p. 2.
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it the right of appearing on the indigenes’ behalf. This, together with the
fact that no Aboriginal witnesses were called to give evidence, seemed to
reflect the Commission’s previous handling of Aboriginal interests.
Precedent was treated in a similar way. Indeed, the advocate for the Union
gave the question as much of his time as it had ever attracted from the
Commission in the past. He simply assumed that ‘until some argument
[was] submitted to the contrary, it [was] clear that the Commission [had
the] power’.18 He was only slightly less circumspect in his consideration
of the decision of Mr Commissioner Portus in 1949 not to include Abo
rigines in the Award:
I do not know, I confess, and I regarded it of no importance and not worth examining
whether or not Mr Commissioner Portus was right or wrong. He was very dogmatic
about it in the transcript of the proceedings. He ruled very promptly that he had no
power to do certain things in relation to Aborigines, and that he said that he would
not, so the argument ceased at that point. If anyone seeks to challenge that I will be
prepared to submit argument, but until it is raised against me I do not propose to
offer any discussion of it.19

THE U N IO N

CASE

The question of jurisdiction, however, was clearly placed before the
Commission in the application. The broad statement of claim by the
Union embraced the following points:
1. That Aborigines were excluded from the award because the Conciliation Commisioner formed the opinion that he did not have the power to fix rates for Aborigines.
2. The Commission [had] power to make an award on industrial matters for em
ployees engaged in the industry to which the award applies.
3. The continued exclusion of Aborigines from the benefit of the award [was] wholly
without justification and [was] contrary to the principles in accordance with which
the Commission acts or ought to act.
4. The immediate application o f the award [was] necessary and just.20

The Union case before the Commission was based primarily on
tactical considerations. The advocate tried to contain the hearing within
the confines of what he considered to be an ‘orthodox arbitration case’,21
extending an ‘award proved by long experience to be appropriate to the
industry’,22 to employees who were mainly responsible for its continuity
18 Hearing, p. 17.
19 Application, p. 10.
20 Ibid., p. 17.
21 Ibid., p. 8.
22 Hearing, p. 56.
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and economic well-being. The Union did not envisage a case occupying
a very great length of time . . . [as it] substantially depended] on the
adoption by the Commission of an attitude of mind in consonance with
that of the better thinking community today’ . 23 More specifically, it
objected to ‘any attempt to devise some new scheme of industrial pre
scription allegedly suitable for Aborigines treated as a class’ . 24 Aborigines,
it claimed, were ‘part of the Australian economy’, and an ‘overwhelming
number’ had become ‘money conscious’ in the process of integration
into the economy, and had ‘acquired the same standards’ as other members
of the community.25 If any differences existed between Aborigines and
European workers, they were not caused by racial disparities, but primarily
by ‘the failure to solve the Aborigines’ economic problem’. The Union
believed, further, that it was this failure which doomed all attempts to
elevate the Aboriginal community socially. ‘They are part of the
Australian economy in all things except that they are denied the full
realisation of what would be their position, i.e. as employees. . . an award
of [the] Commission’ . 26
The Union ‘strongly [opposed] any form of machinery, any form of
complicated prescription, which [was] based upon some assumption of
the incapacities to work of the Aborigines’ . 27 Further, there were two
problems closely related to the granting of Award wages to Aborigines
which the Union felt should not concern the Commission. One was the
Aborigines’ pattern of consumption and the other was the impact that
any decision of the Commission might have on the program of the
Welfare Branch. ‘This [was] not a case about consumption—what the
pastoral employee . . . docs with his money . . . it [was] a question of his
income and control of that income. ’28 For white people to prescribe what
Aborigines should do with their income amounted to little less than
impertinence, the Union claimed. 29
The Union also believed that the Commission was faced with fairly
strict limitations as to what factors it might take into evidence:
If the Commission [was] asked to make pronouncements and to make decisions . . .
[on] consequential matters, outside the industrial sphere . . . [it] should [refuse] to do
that. . . It [was] assumed that the Legislative Council [would] act in a responsible way
23 Application, p. 10.
24 Ibid., p. 8.
25 Hearing, p. 39.
26 Application, p. 8.
27 Hearing, p. 52.
28 Ibid., p. 41.
29 Application, p. 8.
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as a parliament of the Northern Territory and deal with those things which become
necessary for it to deal with in the public interest . . . the Commission [did not have]
to undertake the solution of all of the problems [affecting] Aborigines . . . It [did not]
matter what policy [was] adopted [by the government] . . . whatever was done, the
economic foundation must be first solved. 30

The Union was prepared to concede, however, that ‘there [would] be
consequences of an economic character to the employers’ by the granting
of Award wages to Aborigines and that it intended that ‘there should be
such consequences’. Indeed, ‘the purpose of [the] application [was] to
impose upon employers as employers the proper obligations which
belong to employers when they are engaging employees, be they white
or black, to perform a class of work prescribed in the award’, to pay the
worker the legal rate applicable to all employees for the duties performed.
[To deal] with the conditions of employment of Aborigines by a welfare process as
a prelude of the prescription of standard Australian industrial conditions [was] a sort
of hot-house way of dealing with [it] . . . As long as the opportunity [was] given to
the pastoralists to appeal to the welfare machinery . . . there [would] not be the
acquisition of the necessary knowledge and technique [for Aborigines to compete on
equal terms with Europeans] . . . there [was] only one way to deal with [the] matter
. . . and that [was] to throw both [the Aborigines and the employers] into the water
and let them learn to swim.

The Chief Justice, however, objected to the last statement:
it [struck him] that this [was] an application by the North Australian Workers’ Union
. . . [and that it was not an application] by the Aborigines. [The Union said that]
both parties . . . should be thrown into the economic swimming pool and learn to
swim that way. That is what the Union [said] . . . but what about the Aborigines
themselves? Do they want it that way or should [the Commission] not worry about
that one way or the other ? 31

The case proceeded without the inquiry being answered.
T H E E M P L O Y E R S ’ CASE

In opposition to the Union’s presentation of what it considered a simple
case, the employers were able to marshall a formidable collection of
material which they hoped would dissuade the Commission from the
case before it. With this purpose in mind, the employers presented the
Commission with the views of anthropologists and similar experts,
representatives of the Federal Government, missionaries, and pastoralists
30 Hearing, pp. 48, 52.
31 Ibid., p. 54.
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which, they claimed, proved that the bulk of the Aborigines in northern
Australia were not able to work ‘at the level of a member of the white
community’.32
The employers’ advocate concentrated on two main themes. First, he
presented a kaleidoscope of views of eminent persons concerning the
problems of racial and cultural contact as they affected the clash between
European and Aboriginal societies. He then examined verbal evidence,
given mainly by employers of Aboriginal labour in the pastoral industry.
The employers’ objective of disparaging Aboriginal labour in the face of
widespread sympathy for the indigenes was made much easier by virtual
withdrawal of the Union from tendering evidence in support of its claims.
Representatives of the Commonwealth Government, although reservedly
supporting the Union’s claims, also found that they had little room to
manoeuvre, as the employers’ counsel reminded them of the edicts of
half a century of policy based on the assumption that Aborigines were
unable to compete in society on equal terms with Europeans because of
racial impediments.33 Employers’ counsel aptly demonstrated that as late
as 1964 the Federal Government was still pursuing a labour policy in
relation to Aborigines founded on the belief that they were psychologic
ally unfit to take part in the normal processes of the labour market. They
then set out to leave the Commission in a position where it would ‘have
all the material [that they could] find that [would] enable it to see how
precisely those who administered policy . . . [understood] the differences
in working capacity of different [groups] of workers’.34
The employers considered that there were four propositions basic to
their case. They expressed them in the following way:
1. . . . that a place should be kept for the Aborigines in the pastoral industry for the
period during which they [would] gradually and in increasing numbers [become]
culturally adjusted to the level of efficiency and the type of demands that industry
normally makes of those for whom award wages are prescribed.
2. . . . they should have the right, with educational assistance, to make the adjustment,
so that in the years to come . . . considerable numbers of them would be fully and
permanently integrated into the pastoral industry on a genuinely equal basis.
3. . . . they should not be put in peril of separation from that industry by the operation
of economic forces before they . . . had time to make that adjustment.
32 Johns, ‘Beyond Kalumburu’.
33 See Long, ‘Administration of Part Aboriginals’. One Chief Protector was concerned with
‘the incalculable future menace to purity of race’. See also Hearing, pp. 182-3, where the
Welfare Branch’s submissions to the Select Committee on the Social Welfare Ordinance of
the Northern Territory Legislative Council is considered.
34 Hearing, p. 150.
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4. . . . they should be remunerated on a fair but not an artificial standard for what
they . . . do, because economically speaking, proper and realistic evaluation of
their work during the transitional period and acculturation will best protect their
future in the pastoral industry.35

THE C O M M O N W E A L T H ’ S S U B M ISSIO N S

The Commonwealth intervened in the case on two grounds: first, as an
employer of Aboriginal labour in the cattle industry and elsewhere, and
second, to ‘assist the Commission in its difficult task by providing informa
tion in full and as accurate as possible about the issues that [arose] in [the]
application’.36 In particular, they took responsibility for providing an
exhibit book covering a number o f sources of information of interest to
the Commission. In the main this covered historical or factual material,
and its impact was o f either marginal or statistical interest to the Com
mission. One aspect of the submission drew considerable interest from the
Commission. This related to the current rates and costs o f maintaining
Aboriginal employees on the stations.37
Exhibit E (III) (see Table 10) showed an equivalence between the costs
of maintaining an Aboriginal employee, his wife, and child, and the then
current basic rate for a European employee under the Award wage
( £ l l 12s. 6d. for a European stockman compared with £11 3s. 3d. for
an Aboriginal stockman, his wife, and one child). The qualifications of
the submission read:
In the case of the Ordinance, the cash value ascribed to payments in kind is given on
the basis that all the detailed requirements prescribed are applied; the costing has been
given by the Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory Administration having
regard to its inspection activity in the field and its experience in applying the same
rationing and clothing scales on Government settlements.38

Further to this, it was claimed, the Commonwealth view had been well
presented in the statements of objective o f the assimilation program
mentioned earlier in this study. ‘The field of labour relations [was] the
last major area requiring attention.’39 Accordingly, it believed that the
conditions of the Award should be applied to Aborigines, but hoped that
they would be introduced over a period o f time and after conciliation
35 Ibid.,
36 Ibid.,
37 Ibid.,
38 Ibid.,
39 Ibid.,

p. 82.
p. 132.
pp. 121 et seq.
Explanation 2, attached to Item E o f the Exhibit Book.
p. 133.
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between the various parties had been attempted.40 The program of
transitionary appraisal of the level of skill of Aborigines, put forward by
the Director of Welfare as Commonwealth policy in 1964, was specifically
rejected.41
AN THR OPO LOG IC AL EVIDENCE

The question of cultural differences between Aborigines and European
workers was considered by the Commission to be of considerable
importance. The Commission agreed with the proposition put to it, ‘that
these Aborigines are unable to work as well as whites because of cultural
and tribal factors’.42 At other times this consideration was associated with
cultural differences and ‘lack of education’, or alternatively, ‘the lack of
education . . . particularly when it is linked with tribal attitudes towards
work’.43
Whichever way it was put, the tribal association of the resident groups
of Aborigines on Northern Territory cattle stations was the key issue in
the employers’ submissions. The Commission succumbed to ‘the over
whelming evidence given to [it by the employers’ advocates that] tribal
influences are still quite active in Aborigines on cattle stations’. It was the
acceptance of this evidence that encouraged the Commission to conclude
that ‘the great majority were unable to work in a way which employers'
would expect of white employees.44
The anthropological arguments of the employers’ submissions rested
on flimsy grounds. From the very beginning of the Commission’s
judgment it was obvious that it allowed errors of fact to condition its
opinion. One of these related to the situation of part-Aboriginal employees.
Their conclusion that ‘virtually all those of mixed blood are treated as
white on the stations’,45 could be refuted by even the most casual observer.
It was certainly not borne out by the 1965-7 survey. There were, ap
parently, no grounds for their opinions in this regard. Again, without
any positive evidence being produced as to the cultural organisation of
Aboriginal station employees, they deduced ‘many’ to be ‘semi-tribalised’ and stated that ‘Aborigines live on the stations in their old tribal
40 Ibid., p. 135.
41 Ibid., p. 182.
42Judgment, p. 11.
43 Ibid., pp. 22, 21.
44 Ibid., pp. 18, 20.
45 Ibid., p. 1.
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grounds’.46 None of these assertions was supported either by authoritative
evidence or by the proferred writings of experts in the field in any de
finitive way. Although it had little effect on the outcome of the 1965
Arbitration Court hearing, the misconception of the actual situation on
Northern Territory pastoral stations was readily used by the Commission
to give credence to the employers’ situation. As Stanner has put it:
I was surprised to discover . . . just how conservative, capitalistic and favourable to
long continued paternalism the writings [of anthropologists] seemed to be under
counsel’s artful presentation. One could almost draw the conclusion that the writers
had known in advance, in one case by as much as twenty years, what the pastoralists’
case would be, and had decided to be helpful. 4 7

Stanner’s criticism of the anthropological evidence is worthy of further
consideration, and must surely strike at the very basis of the Commission’s
judicial procedures in cases where evidence is led from one side only. It
must also reflect on the ability of legal practitioners to appraise such
material:
[The anthropological evidence] . . . at second hand gave an allusive authority to
points central to the pastoralists’ case; e.g. the very long period of time needed for
the success of assimilation, the Aborigines’ difficulty with our ideas of time, space,
causation, number and so on—in short, with the categories of European thought and
culture; their inability or unwillingness to accept work discipline, or to do any com
plicated task efficiently without supervision; and other things of the kind . . . It would
not be difficult to show that a certain amount of what I call innocent misinformation
was put in evidence (e.g. that station Aborigines are living on their tribal land) and
that some major propositions (e.g. ‘in tribal society the idea of cause and effect was
not known’) were either plainly wrong or illegitimately wrangled into a causal con
nection with defects of native performance. 48

Whilst the Commission was not prepared to attach ‘much weight’ to
evidence relating to Aborigines engaged in other industries,49 it was
prepared to base its judgment on material collected, in the main, from the
experience oi anthropologists and ethno-psychiatrists working outside
the cattle industry.50 Indeed, it was even prepared to accept ‘anthropo
logical’ information from persons who had no anthropological training
at all and whose education had not progressed beyond lower secondary
school standards.51
46 Ibid.
47 W .E.H. Stanner, ‘Industrial Justice in the Never Never’, Australian Quarterly, vol. 39,
No. 1, 1967, p. 47.
48 Ibid., pp. 47-8.
49 Judgment, p. 21.
50 Ibid., p. 16.
51 Ibid., p. 17.
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E V I D E N C E F ROM M E N O N THE SPOT

The Commission claimed to have based part of its decision on evidence
of witnesses called by the employers’ advocates as men of experience in
the industry who were used to handling Aboriginal labour. As many of
the witnesses called had also been interviewed privately in 1965 before
the Commission hearing had got under way, the conflict between the
evidence they presented to the Commission and their earlier opinions
calls for some comment.
Berndt had contact with a similar group of employers in 1946 and
found them less than honest, especially when dealing with official bodies
or on matters designed for the public record.52 In addition to the attitude
of the more extreme, who were not even concerned about the possibility
of the extermination of the native people,53 most were prepared to
exploit Aboriginal ignorance and illiteracy to their own advantage. In
addition to the material obtained during the 1965 survey this position is
upheld in the work of Berndt, Rose, and Lockwood. Even the Welfare
Branch felt obliged to comment on the employers’ short-sighted policies
in relation to the provision of adequate living standards and their un
willingness to co-operate with the Branch in this regard.54 Indeed,
during the year of the hearing, the Welfare Branch found that it ‘was still
undeniably evident that many pastoral property managements saw no
human or long term economic reason for improving employment
conditions’,55 and that virtually none of the properties met the conditions
of the law in relation to accommodation.56 Despite this, the Commission
was impressed by the expressed desire of many employers to help their
Aboriginal employees and by the warmth of the feeling which they had
for them’.57
The veracity of the employers’ witnesses before the Commission might
be judged by the further fact that few of the employers tendering evidence
were sympathetically disposed to Aboriginal labour or appreciated the
unique skills they were able to apply. Not only was this in conflict with
the findings ot the 1965 survey: it also seemed to contradict the evidence
accepted by the Commission itself. Following a visit to one northern
52 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, p. 56; Rose, Wind of Change, pp. 66, 69; Lockwood, ‘Goodbye to God’s Best Country’.
53 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, p. 66.
54 Annual Report of the Welfare Branch, 1959-60, p. 21.
55 Ibid., 1965, p. 84.
56 The Age, Melbourne, 19 October 1965.
57Judgment, p. 26.
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property, the two parties to the hearing agreed on a description of work
site relationships to be included in the transcript of evidence:
In the mustering yard there were between 300 and 400 animals and the stock camp
team was working on the younger animals which had not been branded. This work
comprised the branding of the animals, the dehorning where necessary, earmarking,
castrating the bulls and an injection in each case for pleuropneumonia. In order to do
these tasks two of the stockmen mounted on heavy horses roped the animals to be
dealt with. In his turn each mounted stockman hauled the animal to the bronco panel
in most cases against the wishes of the animal. When the animal came to the bronco
panel the remaining stockmen secured it with ropes by at least one leg and sometimes
two legs. The animal was then thrown to the ground where it was held in a prostrate
position, one stockman holding the head with his foot, another straining on the back
legs to hold them apart, this being done by one leg being pulled by the arms and the
other being forced wide with the feet. This exposed the belly of the animal and also
positioned it for branding.
One of the stockmen then innoculated the animal in the tail. Another brought the
branding irons from the fire and did the branding, another did the earmarking and
another the dehorning. In the case of the bulls another member of the team did the
castrating. At this stage the animal was released and it joined the herd in the yard.
From the time of the animal being dragged to the bronco panel to the completion
of the operation not more than a minute or two elapsed. Each member of the team
had his job to do and immediately the animal was thrown each moved in to com
mence his work . . .
The team performing this work comprised both white men and Aborigines . . .
there were two youngsters from the Aboriginal camp present . . . and they were
assisting in . . . some of the smaller operations, such as using the injection syringe on
occasions and carrying the branding irons backwards and forwards to the fire and
keeping the fire burning.
Throughout the work at the bronco panel the air was full of dust and there was
also some smoke from the branding iron fire. The work here proceeded systemati
cally and no orders appeared to be necessary . . . It was also noted that there was a
change of duties from time to time, but whether this was a complete exchange was
not apparent.58

Before the Commission the employers’ denigration of Aboriginal
labour was virtually unanimous. However, the evidence presented
conflicts not only with the 1965 survey results, but also with the opinions
of the 1964 Select Committee of the Legislative Council of the Northern
Territory inquiring into the operation of the Social Welfare Ordinance,59
the survey on the contribution of Aboriginal labour during World
War II,60 the views of authoritative research workers in the field,61 of
58 Hearing, pp. 1058-9.
59 Northern Territory of Australia, Report o f Select Committee on Social Welfare Legislation,
Government Printer, Darwin, 1964, p. 7.
60 F.R. Morris, ‘The W ar Effort of Northern Territory Aborigines’, Australian Territories,
vol. 5-1, 1965, pp. 2-10.
61 Kelly, Report on the Beef Cattle Industry, pp. 171-3; Struggle fo r the North, pp. 120-50.
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leaders of the pastoral industry,62 and of the majority of reputable writers
on the subject.
The general structure and presentation of the case, amounting to a
virtual filibuster, served the pastoral interests well, as the Centralian
Pastoralists’ Association, one of the employer respondents, pointed out:
had [the case] not been fought at the time, the basic wage would have been instituted
in April 1965, and all native labour would have been eligible. On a conservative
estimate from April 1965 to November 1966 the saving per stockman in award wages
[was] $1600.63

But the interests of impartiality and justice emerged considerably
damaged. The benefit to the Northern Territory pastoral industry, based
on the calculations of one of its representative bodies, amounted to a sum
in excess of $2,000,000 in the short run, and probably as much as
$6,000,000 up to introduction of Award conditions in December 1968.
Rarely have the Commission’s procedures been so patently used for the
short run advantages of one of the parties.64 Given the prejudiced position
of Aborigines in the Northern Territory cattle industry it would be
impossible for them to institute contempt of court proceedings. As well,
based on past experience, neither the Welfare Branch nor the union
might be expected to protect Aboriginal interests in this way.
THE D E C I S I O N

Generally speaking [they accepted] the uncontradicted evidence given by the pastor
alists to the work ability of the Aborigines, supported as it was by what [they] saw
[themselves] and the anthropological and other material.65

The judgment of the Commission stated that ‘its usual procedures had
been applied’.66 It noted, however, that although the Union had the
right to call witnesses to refute the employers’ evidence as to the work
value of Aborigines, it had failed to do so. In its place the Commission
62 Sir William Gunn, Australian Financial Review, 15 February 1968; Murray, ‘Station
Management’, p. 218.
63 Circular of the Centralian Pastoralists’ Association on private file, undated, but probably
November 1966.
64 A simple arithmetic extension o f what the pastoralists claimed to have saved on the wages
o f each Aboriginal worker, multiplied by the number o f workers in the industry and the
periods of delay in introducing Award conditions. The savings were even greater since the
Award, which was scheduled to apply from December 1968, had not been reviewed since
1956 and was considerably out o f keeping with other awards and rates of pay for whites in
the industry.
65Judgment, p. 17.
68 Ibid., p. 10.

204

ABORI GI NE S IN THE CATTLE I NDUS T R Y

was presented with the experience of selected people who had gained
knowledge of Aborigines through many years of contact. As might well
have been expected in the circumstances, the witnesses and material
selected by counsel were those most favourable to their position. It is
significant, in this respect, that neither of the two existing anthropo
logical studies o f station communities was tabled for their consideration. 67
It is of further interest that none o f the academic experts, whose material
67 Berndt, ‘A Northern Territory Problem’, and Rose, Wind of Change.
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was freely drawn upon, was called. Accordingly, die interpretation and
application of this work to the problems before the Commission were left
to persons untrained and unskilled in the relevant fields. Fortunately for
both the pastoralists and the Welfare Branch (if the information relating
to costs in the 1965 survey is accepted) the small amount of evidence
tendered which was subject to arithmetic appraisal was not scrutinised
by the Commission.
The Commission stated, however, that, within the confines of its
jurisdiction and the standards of industrial justice which had been
developed by the court, the employers’ defence amounted to a request to
include some 80 per cent of the Aboriginal workers on Northern Territory
cattle stations under a ‘slow worker’ clause, 68 and thus subject them to
restricted wage rates. The Commission was being asked to deviate from
its normally accepted standards of applying the basic wage to all adult
male employees—or not to award Aborigines
that wage, or part of a wage, which is just and reasonable for an adult male, without
regard to any circumstances pertaining to the work upon which, or the industry in
which, he is employed . 69

This it refused to do, and decreed that by 1 December 1968 all male
Aboriginal employees on cattle stations in the Northern Territory were
to become subject to the awards and determinations of the Commission.
In just six lines of its decision two hundred years of prejudice and dis
crimination in industrial law was removed.

68 See Section 48 of Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act, 1904-1964.
69 Ibid., S. 33, Judgment, p. 8.

APPENDIX I
INTERVIEW GUIDE

Selected Cattle Stations, Northern Territory, May-June 1965

A. G eneral
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Name of station
Pastoral district
Nearest town
Ownership classification
How managed
Other properties owned
Size of property
Classification of ‘country’

B. N umbers Employed

and

W

ages

P aid

1. In current year, how many whites on the station?
Trend in previous years?
2. How many whites actually employed?
Trend in previous years?
3. In current year, how many Aborigines employed?
In past years?
4. How many employed Aborigines lived on the station all year?
5. In current year, categories of white workers?
6. In current year, weekly wage rates for white employees?
7. Categories of Aboriginal workers?
8. In current year, weekly wage rates for Aborigines?
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C. Labour S uitability
1. In the past five years, have you tended to
employ more whites?
fewer?
the same number?
Why?
2. Can you get sufficient suitable white labour?
3. Sufficient suitable Aboriginal labour?
4. If you could get sufficient suitable white labour, would you replace your
Aboriginal labour
wholly?
partially?
not at all?
5. In your opinion, are Aborigines more valuable and productive workers than
whites?
less valuable and productive?
the same?
6. If you feel that Aborigines fall short of the mark, can you say why and in
what respects?
7. If you feel Aborigines superior in value and productivity, can you say why
and in what respects?
8. If Aborigines are not up to the mark, what do you think can be done about
it?

D. A boriginal W age Future
1. Are you in favour of keeping Aboriginal wages and rations as they are at
present?
Why?
2. Are you in favour of Award wages for them?
Why?
3. Are you in favour of a graduated system, starting midway between the
present and Award wages?
Why?
4. If Aborigines were to get Award wages this year, would you employ the
same number, more or less?
5. If you reduced numbers, would you keep able-bodied males and females on
the station throughout the year, or would you introduce a migrant, seasonal
labour system?
6. How many of your present Aboriginal workers do you consider worth an
Award wage?
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7. In the event of Award wages, will you try to replace Aboriginal labour with
white labour
wholly?
partially?
8. If they get ‘midway’ wages this year, will you employ the same number
more?
less?
9. If you reduce Aboriginal numbers, what do you think should happen to the
rest of them?
10. Do you think Aborigines could ever successfully run small cattle stations on
their own?
If not, why not?

D. D ependants

1. In the current year, how many Aboriginal dependants are there on your
station?
2. What ages and sexes?
3. What rations do you give Aboriginal workers?
4. What rations do you give dependants?
5. Can you give some idea of the cost to you of maintaining workers?
6. Cost of maintaining dependants?
7. Do you get any government assistance in maintaining Aborigines? If so, in
what ways
for workers?
for dependants?
8. Do you think that wages plus rations for Aborigines is more suitable for them
than wages only? If so, why?

F. Social Service B enefits
1. Are you in favour of continuing the present system of payment of social
service benefits to Aborigines?
2. If you are not in favour, would you be in favour of full payment to them?
half payment?
some other scheme?
3. How do you apportion the moneys you receive at present, that is, what do
you give in pocket money?
spend on feeding?
spend on housing?
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G.

C anteens

or

Stores

1. Do you run a store or canteen?
2. In your experience, what do Aborigines do with their wages:
save most?
save some?
save nothing?
spend most in the store?
spend some?
spend none?

H.

1.

Subsidies

Do you favour government subsidies based on the number of Aboriginal
workers and dependants:
for wages?
rations?
housing?
health?
education?

I.

H ousing

1. Do you provide housing for whites?
For Aborigines?
How many?
2. Do you get any government assistance for Aboriginal housing? To what
extent?
3. What has been the cost to you of Aboriginal housing?
4. How many housing units for Aborigines are temporary?
Permanent?

J.

H ealth

1. Are there any particular health problems on your station?
2. Any special problems relating to Aborigines?
3. Are the health services to your station adequate? If not, what suggestions can
you make for their improvement?
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K.

Education

1. What are the educational arrangements on your station
for whites?
for Aborigines?
2. Who pays for these arrangements?
3. Do you think government subsidised schools should be set up on your
station?
4 . If a school were erected on your station, would you favour mixed schooling?

L.

Liquor

1. Would you be prepared to allow Aborigines to drink on your station
definitely not?
Why?
freely?
at certain times and places?
only certain types of liquor?

M.

T rade U nionism

1. Are your white workers trade union members?
2. What are your views on Aborigines joining trade unions?
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SURVEY

Property
Adult
Adult
Female
Male
RESIDENT W HITE PO PULATION
RESIDENT PART-COLOURED
PO PU LA TIO N
RESIDENT FULL-BLOOD
ABORIGINES PO PULATION

Date
Children

Total
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EMPLOYED
WH ITE

FEMALE

PAR T-COLOURED
RATE PER
NUMBER WEEK

FEMALE

Cook

Cook

Housekeeper

Housekeeper

Domestic

Domestic

Teacher
Other (state which)
Sister
Other (state which)
TOTAL:
MALE

TOTAL:
MALE

Manager
Head stockman
Bookkeeper
Storekeeper

Leading hand

Garage mechanic

Stockman

Bore mechanic

General hand

Plant operator

Driver

Carpenter

Mechanic

Handyman

Mechanic’s offsider

Cook

Fencer

Saddler

Yard builder

Head stockman

Other (state which)

Stockman
Jackeroo
Horse-breaker
General hand
Other (state which)
TOTAL:

TOTAL:

RATE PER
NUMBER WEEK

APPENDIX

213

II

FULL-BLOOD A BO RIGINES
MALE

NUM BER

RATE PER
W EEK

FEMALE

NUM BER

H ead stockm an

C ook

Leading hand

Housekeeper

Stockm an

D om estic

C ow b o y

Garden w orker

M echanic’s offsider

O ther (state which)

RATE PER
WEEK

D river
Pum per
Fencer
General hand
Gardener
O ther (state which)
TOTAL:

TOTAL:

N O N -E M P L O Y E D

W H IT E

P AR T-CO LOU RED

Pensioners

Pensioners

School age children

School age children

Preschool age children

Preschool age children

A BO RIGINES
Adult male

School age children

Adult female

Preschool age children

Pensioners

C hild E ndow m ent is received f o r ....................... (num ber of) Children.
In the event o f full Aw ard wages being granted to Aborigines the station w ould probably
retain the follow ing w orkers:
M ale...........................................................................
Fem ale.......................................................................
and allow -not allow (strike out which) their relatives to reside on the station.
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