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Whlte woman
black heart‘
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When the mquwy mto Abonglnal deaths in custody o

wanted first-hand information on the’ pllght of L
. Aborigines in the Far North, there was only "
one person for the job, and she was white.
WL Desmond Zwar reports R

Cairns Hilton. Barbara Miller Is -

speaking quietly and unemotion-

ally about her experlence of the
scattered Aboriginal communities of
Cape York. What she Is talking about
would put most of the diners off their
lobster or barramundi; alcoholism,
self-mutllation, depression and de-
spair. Aboriglnes. she says, as a power-
less group, “have turned thelr rage in
on themselves”,

The resuit, she says, is the long list
of cell suicides, self-injury, homicide,
domestic violence, child abuse and
neglect.

IT is a sunny lunch-tirne in the

Ms Miller, 40, secretariat directorof -

the Aboriglnal Coordinating Council in
Calrns, has been fighting for justice
for black Australians since 1970. She
married one — Mick Miller, a school-

teacher she met at a meeting on Injus- - -

tice, They have an 11-year-old son, but
are no longer together, .

Ms Miller appears preoccupied,
speaks in a soft monotone and smiles
for the first time when she confides
that Aborigines in the communities
her council represents call her
“Aunty”.

The Aborlgines living In the scat-
tered communities on Cape York trust
her, and for her report they confided
thelr problems, fears and despair as
they never had before to a European.
She had learned from the years with -
Mick, she says, how to understand

- their féellngs. “They are very gnod at

reading body language. They are dif-

-ferent from Europeans In so many

ways, o

“They are more famlly ariented,

less individualistic, less selfish; always

prepared to share what they have
*They have a spiritual level we do

not begin to understand; they read a

. lot more into what ls not said than Is

sald” -
Why do they. trust her?
Shesmiled agaln, "I helped Mick set

- up the North Queensland Land Coun-

cil in 1975 and they got to know me, I
suppose, Even though we are not
together any more, they give me the
respect and recognition of the rela-
tlonship, It began for him when a well-
known Aurukun identity, Jack Spear,
adopted him as a boy, and it remains,
for both of us. I therefore have a
whole network of relationships.

I know I'm not Aboriginal,” she
says. “It's just that I feel in tune with
Aboriginal people. I relate {o them as
my family.

“I have felt that I have ablack heart
— as people keep telling me — for the
last 10 years,”

She had not studied Aboriginal
affairs academically, "My feeling is

-intuitive. It was always there. It was

obviously one of the things that
brought Mick Miller and I together.

- “T speak a few words of Wikminkun.
I would particularly like my son,

September 1990: Barbara Miller visits Aborigl-

R ' i nes Valerie and Shirley Wolmby of Aurukun.

- Canberra for “Inciting young men not.

Michael, o learn his language.”
It isn't only because she was mar-

", rled to an Aborigine that Ms Miller

had an understanding of Aborigines,
says Mick Connolly, 38, an Aboriginal
counclllor at Yarrabah community
{population 9200} on the opposite side
of the bay to Cairns. He says of her
report; “There are certain people who
deal with Aborigines in a detached
manner, whereas Barbara almost be- .

- comes an Aborlgine; she can really -

feel for the people.

. “She not only understands Aborigin-
al ways, but when she puts it on paper,
all she has to do is reach within her-
self; she’s got it all in her head, and

- has had it there for so long.”

At a recent meeting af the council’s
Calrns office, Gladys Tybingoompa,
44, and Alison Woolla, 42, both from
Aurukun community on Cape York,
talked of *Aunty” Barbara’s "black
heart",

Gladys: “Her outside appearance Is
white. But she has a black heart and a
black mind. Even though Aunty Bar-
bara and Uncle Mick are not together
now, she never put her back on us. She
is layal. We trust her and she trusts us.
Some of the things that Aunty Barbara
has done are personal and I would not
speak to people outside the clan about
them. Within the clan, yes. But not to
you, It would be an embarrassment.

“When she brings Michael, her son,
to Aurukun they give him gifts and

Family ties: Barbara Mlller with her son, Michael, — “I feel in tune with Aboriginal people. | relate to them as my famlly "
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. with the only Aboriglnai glrl student

on campus and spent most of her time
writing and distributing pamphlets,
She later went back to her education
and achieved degrees in psychology
and sociology.

“In 1970 I went to an Assembly of
God church service and something
happened; an experience,” she re-
calls. “I'bécame a Christian, From
around that time I found myself driv-
en, I knew I had to work Inr Ahoriginal
justice for the rest of my life.”

Today she is in chargr‘ of an otﬂce

take him fishing and hunting. They - ..

wait for him now, When she arrives it

S ___.ls llta .a_nquesn arriving A tribul
‘leader.”

“Alison Woolla, looking steadlly

1

across at Ms Miller: “They say that
maybe you were a child somewhere
else, a black child; and your spirit died
and you were born into another world
tro’r'n us and you have come again to us

o Ms Miller, suddenly emotional:
“Well I wasn't going to say it; but that's
how I feell”

ARBARA Miller, who the legal-

system turned to in 1890 for

help, was not so popular with -
the authorities in the early 1970s.
Then, she was listed by the police asa
trouble-maker during the antl-Spring-
bok demonstrations, where she re-
ceived her first understanding of
apartheid and how much of it paral-
leled what was happening to Austra-
lian Aborigines, She was arrested in

to register for the draft for Vietnam”.
She went to jail in Sydney for refusing
to pay a resulting fine.

‘At Queensland University, where
she was supposed to be studying first-
year medicine, she became friendly_
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people), dellberately cutting his wrists
and his body. It is rape turned Inward.

Black crime in Australia is not
directed against whites as it is in the
United States, but against other
blacks, generally against the Aborigi-
ne's own family; his wife, girliriend or
de facto are the most likely victims.

Men are fighting their brothers, -

fathers and uncles and bashing their
mothers, she says. Women are running
away from sons-in-law and grand-
mothers are bemg raped by their
grandsons. .

““They say that maybe y Yo were a child

‘somewhereélse, a black child; and your
spirit died and you were born into another
world ’from us and you have come again to

us.l.

that is the “umbrella” of Cape York
Aboriginal community councils; advis-
ing them on their socio-economic
development; and acting as an on-the-
spot observer of what is going wrong
in the sometimes depressing rows of
weatherboard houses.

Mr Lou Wyvill, whose royal com-
mission hearings have run for more
than a year, trying to get at the under-
lying reason Aborigines suiclde, asked
Ms Miller to go out among the people

" and get additional evidence for him.

What she found, she says, is that
when anger and frustration at “seeing
no light at the end of the tunnel” be-

- ¢comes too much, an Aborigine often

smashes glass louvres in his house
(which can be home for up to 20

“One woman said: 'When I am
angry, I reach the point where I can't
get rid of anger any other way besides
smashing thlngs or getting stuck into
somebody.’

“When an Aboriginal woman ﬂnds
her home is not a safe place from
assault and- psychological violence,
where does she go? Women's shelters
do not exist on most of the communi-
tles, There’s nowhere to go except
hide in the bush overnight, seek
refuge with friends or relatives
(where she is sure to be found), or
spend the night in the watchhouse or
hospital.”

Alcohol — consumed in canteens
and bringing in $600,000 a year in

some communities — or bought from
sly-grog dealers, does not in iiself, says
Ms Miller, cause violence. “Alcohol is -
used by Aborigines as an anxiety re-
ducing agent; to cope with the stresses
attendant on colonisation and racism.

Alcohol abuse has become a way of

___defying white authority.

“T have seen children hanging about
outside the canteen drinking glasses of
beer, It is nothing to see children with
%20 notes in gambling games on pay or
pension days. Children are neglected;
they arrive at schoo!l or pre-school un-
fed or under-nourished, tired and with

. short concentration spans, especially

after pay or pension nights. Some chil-
dren have difficulty sleeping at night
because of the noise of drinking and/ ~
or tighting, Neglect and lack of super-
vision are real problems, :

"When I visited Community C I was
told that cases of sexually transmiited
dlseases are dealt with every day,
occurring in children as young as five.
It is usuaily teenage boys who are the
perpetrators, abusing young girls and
boys. Some young boys are violated
with sharp sticks. The children won't

- talk about it and are receiving no help

besides medical treatment. The post-
master at Community C told me that
between $4000 and $5000 in COD
orders for pornographic videos came
-every week from Canberra at the
request of both black and white
viewers.

“In ancther Cape York community,
two teenagers raped a five-year-old
boy after watching a pornographic
video."”

Ms Miller's investigations have also
brought supgested remedies — some
already being put into action.
“Because Aboriginal men no longer
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A horror
story
uncovered

; Thisls part of the horror story |
. Barbara Miller uncovered for the -
-royal commission and outlined In |
her 107-page report. :
-m That In some communities the .
average death age for males Is
44, 27 years younger than the
_-average Queensland male dlés.
_For women It Is 43, 34 years
- earller than Queensland women
_ generally. )
m That Abarlginal community
chlldren are seven times more .
likely to commit assaults than
white children;
N That sexual offences are 11
"times more likely to be
,commltted; robhery Is 26 times
" more prevalent; property damage
nine times greater; weapon
offences 41 times greater.
aAboriginal children from the
communities are 17 times more
likely to appear before the courts
for Liquor Act offences than
Queensland children as a whole.

have initiation as a ‘marker’ between.

youth and manhood, young men are;

. using a jail sentence as that marker..
. Initiation is now rarely practised in

North Queensland and the first time a-
male Aboriginal gets drunk or goes to:
jail tends to fill that vacuum. We are
hoping to get together with elders and.
young people to do something about a:
traditional marker; for some it might

- mean bringing back initiation.”

Another suggestion: “dry” houses:

- where alcohol may not be consumed.-
- And “tough love”, a scheme first tried.

among the American Indians “who-
have many proeblems matchlng
Aborigines’ problems”.

“Most programs deal with the per-

- son who Is the alcoholic,” says Ms
" Miller, who does not drink. * "Tough

love' is directed at the spouse. She

 needs to take responsibility for her,

~

own life and not be overly responsible
for the alcoholic’s life. Because that,
tends to happen; the cover up for the’
alcoholic, to save face, In ‘tough love’ .
the spouse is advised Lo say: ‘0K, it you |
come home drunk, I'm not going to -
cook your dinner.” When he asks for,
money for grog, she won't give it to-
him. It means punch-ups; but they get ,
punched ‘up whether -they cook the !
..dinner or nol whether they glve '
money or not.

“But we are finding that it is work-

ing; they are not always getting
punched up. What is happening is that |

the spouse is getting her self-esteem .

back and Is starting to take responsi-
bility for herself, not just her husband.

And this is forcing the husband to take )

responsibility for himself.”

Ms Miller has been offered hlghly
paid jobs, She has politely refused, '
preferring to work every day in an .
under-budgeted, understalffed office ;
in Cairns that is looked on with respect -
by both Aboriginal communities and
the Governrnent

“I guess it’s my destiny.”

Is she happy? "Oh,” she laughs. !
“Very much so. And I have only
recently found I am able to forgive the .
churches and the missionaries for °
what they did, possibly with the best -
will in the world, to the Aborigines in |
the early days. Children were separat- -
ed into dormitories and taken away -
from their mothers. It was terrible. -

And now we have that legacy.”




