
A Journey

Art School and More

From 1970 to 1972  I belonged to one of the early student groups graduating from a new leading art school at the Western Australian Institute of Technology Perth, now known as Curtin University.

This art school began in a period of societal change, including  the hippie movement and  the Vietnam moratoriums. It was a time when modernist trends and contemporary public taste were dominated by the visual arts coming out of Europe and North America.  The change to ‘modernism’ was enthused by a new group of overseas practicing professional artists who “lectured” more by example and “working with” than by “speaking at”, and, also by local professional painter/lecturers with a new confidence in exploring and revealing a Western Australian identity in their work.  Staff perspectives ranged from radicalism to  altruism, embracing a cross-over from the structure of traditional realist class exercises, to the flexibility of modern/abstract expressionism which encouraged intuitive exploration.  This  vibrancy was reflected in a diversity of art work.

The overseas art lecturers, with their newfound Western Australian subject matter, supported the need to explore a local identity and to encourage the small viewing public, also emerging with the change to modernism, to honour the work of local white artists. At the time, awareness of local indigenous artworks was reduced to the museum -aboriginal art was not “in the picture”.

It was not an academic text based art school. There was an openness in the School’s learning paradigm. The art history lecturer encouraged learning through personal reflection, expressed both visually and verbally. Little was written. This  was mildly radical, and  seeded my interest in experiential-contextual learning within tertiary education today. 

All these influences, and especially the “back to nature” spirituality of the hippie movement were impacting in my painting, which unfolded to embrace a sense of awe and wonder at the immensity of nature from the macrocosm to the microcosm. 

Another contribution to this unfolding awe was an experience in the cray fishing community established in the Southern group of the Abroholos? Islands. These isolated low atolls are scattered like train platforms in the Indian Ocean, amidst a sea of coral treasures.

On moonless nights, leaving the kerosine lamps of the fishing hut, I’d row out  into the darkness. The kero light, a dim speck in the blackness, was indiscernable from a distant star as I drifted alone at sea in the open dinghy, circum-navigated by nature within the soft  delineation of the 360 degree curved horizon line. The stars above were mirrored in the dense blackness of the sea, the waters calmed and  protected by the ‘miles’ of coral hidden in the darkness under the surface. The reflections would transform in a cosmic swirl as I dipped the oar into the water below me, activating microscopic phosphorescent organisms. 

Rowing further away from the dim speck, leaving a rhythmic pattern trailing into the dark I was becoming open and exposed to the universe - both a receiver and transmitter of nature’s lightshow in the rich darkness surrounding me . Singing within in awe  at what I could see hear and feel in that space between me and what was above and below the curved horizon.  With each stroke, uninhibited, I’d loudly sing out . The total experience, the visual and mental images, stimulated my perceptual systems, heightening a sense of being 


- a sense of space, 



- of oneness,   




- of expanding thoughts 


the moment 

- a time for me to think  


- the universe = one verse

- the essential verse of the 




enquiry of the Greeks thinkers 


- the creation story of Aboriginal Law and culture

- the sense of time... 

Then I’d row back to shore, away from this ‘dream’, to interact with the daily island lives of our group of crayfishermen and women. The complexity on shore was different than that of being alone way out to sea in a little dinghy. 

Back on shore there was only one book, The Music of the Spheres by Guy Murchie. I’m an ambivalent reader of books- these stacks of pages covered with black lines with changing numbers. To make sense of them one has to read in a linear order, from left to right and from front to back. Most do not activate my visually oriented imagination.

But  Guy Murchie’s  book is an inspired and creative, popular, presentation of science, with an engaging spread of illustrations. It helped me create a more logical framework for understanding the physical world, building a bridge with the metaphysical of the ‘hippie’ influence. The book connected the “artistic work” and the role of scientists as visionaries and explorers, particularly the way scientists research and gamble with ideas and experiments  to make sense of the world, over time.  It revealed the interlinked patterns in nature, offering a more objective and richer framework for enabling me as a young artist to more personally relate to a being in the world, which would include science. I became absorbed in this science book as a source of inspiration in my abstract- expressionist painting. 

Much of my interest was in chance.  In the book I liked the way scientists like Keppler calculated numerical evidence for his theories by chance.  I travelled several times around Australia by calculated chance.  Hitchhiking in and out of peoples lives.  Breaking daily routines in what was a rich cross section of Australian experience, a collage of living vignettes as I was to deviate enroute from A to B. Looking back, these hitchhiking experiences gave me new cross-reference points for looking at the richer picture in terms of being able to relate to, and better read patterns of both a physical and social nature.  Probably because I took the chance to hitch and to deviate, rather than go by  the timetable routines of a coachline.

There was a time for me when night didn’t follow the daily routine. 

It was when I went down to the southwest forests of Western Australia to experience a solar eclipse. To experience this solar-planetry  phenomena in the forest, I climbed to a roof top vantage point on a fire spotting tower, above a prominent mount. If I had extra eyes in the back of my head I could have observed the eclipse in it’s entirety

 ...the daylight hours fading into a premature 360 degree sunset. I saw the stars come out...

My perception of highlighted images of the surrounding nature in the valley below was simplifying and seemingly contracting into an unfamiliar darkness as the moon blocked the normal sunlight and living seemed to pause for a false night time. 

From that point of bifurcation, the more mono chrome edge between earth and night sky graduated into an encircling pastel glow. The ‘lost’ day was returning on the rim, expanding my capacity for vision with the light of a new dawn. It was near mid day by everyday time. Biological clocks were upset. Dawn songs wafted from the surrounding valleys as the day caught up again with the time on the clock.

From then on,for me, life became to mean one long day, a day punctuated by revolutions of shadow, and changing reflections from the moon.

The meaning behind the  idea of the ‘one long day’ was accentuated when a talented art school friend, John Fry jumped out of life from a waterfall. This suicidal action of shortening his “long day”, jolted  a questioning of my own reason for being. As a young artist, I reflected on his ‘one day’. It was a unit with fullness. A collage of quality adventure and activity, taken as a personal message in itself, inspiring me to live life by seeking out and positioning myself nearer to the action. A sort of action learning philosophy, hovering nearer to the point of change (bifurcation), so as to create the opportunity to embrace a quality of fulness in my unit of life. Through this action learning, I was hoping to generate subject matter for my paintings .An indicator that I was comfortable within myself, and confident with the experience of my Artschool training, that I had the make-up to be a painter. Maybe even a different sort of visual artist. In the back of my mind, to generate subjects for my work, one plus one was more than two. It was this more than the routine stuff.

John Fry’s life was more than a routine for me. It was special, like the eclipse that I had witnessed (uncommon spectacles like solar eclipses can be clouded out by overcaste skies).

Bringing a painting into the world is about giving life to the relationship between the colours and shapes and lines marking a page. It is about creation, and the combining of stuff into being, helping it out from the shadows of overcaste skies, in this one day.

The change to ‘modernism’ was enthused by a new group of overseas practising artists who lectured more by example, and, local painter/lecturers with a new confidence in exploring and revealing a Western Australian identity in their work.  

It was not an academic text based art school.

It was a time when modernist trends and contemporary public taste was dominated by the visual arts coming out of Europe and North America.  The overseas art lecturers, with their new-found Western Australian subject matter, gave more credence to the need to explore  local identity, and to encourage the small viewing public, (also emerging with the change to modernism), to support the work of its emerging local artists. At the time, public awareness of local indigenous artworks was reduced to the museum. Aboriginal art was not in the picture. My interests grew while labouring on powerline construction in the north of the state on my vacation, when I first experienced a public corroborree performed by members of the Mowanjum community. 

There was an openness in the School’s learning paradigm. Notably in the way the art history lecturer encouraged learning i.e. ancient Greek art and philosophy via personal reflection, explored more through visual and verbal communication. Little was written. It was a mildly radical, and  it probably (still young and naive) seeded my interest in experiential contextual learning within tertiary education today. 

The new hippie ‘back to nature’ spirituality of the time was an influence on my painting. 

My student work was chancy, painterly, metaphysical, nature-based, varied and informal. There was an unfolding to embrace a sense of awe and wonder at the immensity of nature, from the macrocosm to the microcosm. 

The awe and wonder was driven by an experience in the cray fishing community established in the Southern group of the Abrohols Islands. These isolated low atolls are scattered like train platforms in the Indian Ocean off the WA coast, amidst a sea of coral treasures.

On moonless nights, I’d row away into the darkness from the kerosene lamps of the fishing hut. At sea in an open dinghy the kero light reduced to a dim spec indiscernible from a distant star, I felt circum-navigated by nature. Encircled by the soft ‘monochrome delineation of a 360 degree curved horizon line. The stars above were mirrored in waters which I knew remain calmed by the ‘miles’ of coral in the depths of darkness, just  absent below the surface. These stella reflections morph into cosmic swirls as the oar dips into the water beside me. The contact activating microscopic phosphorescent organisms. I rowed further from the dim spec and closer to others, leaving a trail of rhythmic phosphor patterns. 

Out there I was exposed to the universe - one verse. A receiver and transmitter of nature’s lightshow. Totally in awe at what I could see, hear and feel in that space at that time. I was very conscious of what was above and beyond, below and before the curved horizon. Conscious of the curvature of the earth, reminding me of the illustrations in the “Little Prince”  by the existentialist author Simon Saint d Expury.? 

Uninhibited, with each stroke, I’d loudly sing out. The total experience; tickling my perceptual systems, stimulating visual and mental images, and heightening a sense of being. Creating - a sense of space, - the oneness, - expanding thoughts - the moment, - a time for thinking  - the universe - the essential verse of the enquires of the Greeks thinkers - the creation story of Aboriginal Law and culture - a sense of time. 

I’d row back to shore, away from this active ‘dream’ to sleep, and then interact with the daily island lives of our group of crayfishermen and women. Complexity on shore was different than that of being alone way out to sea in a little dinghy. 

Back on shore was one book. The only book  on the coral  island. A poetic science book, titled “the Music of the Spheres by Guy Murchie, befitting that nocturnal “living dream”. 

I’m not a book reader, seeing books as often being stacks of pages covered with black lines with changing numbers. To make sense one had to read in a linear sequence, from left to right down the page, and from front to back.

This book however is a creative and popular presentation of science with an engaging spread of illustrations which helped me create a more logical framework for understanding the physical world, of my night time rowing adventures. Building a bridge between the metaphysical of the ‘hippie’ influence and the ‘scientific’.

The book was wholesomely connected the roles of artists, and scientists, visionaries and explorers. The ways scientists searched for solutions and gambled to make sense of the world, over time can be akin to the way artists seek truths. The book revealed the interlinked patterns in nature, offering a more objective and richer framework for enabling me as a young artist to more personally  relate to a being in the world, which included science.

 absorbed in a science book for inspiration in my abstract expressionist paintings. 

In itself it was a quirk of fate of literally being stranded in a hut one of the Abrohios' coral islands with the only book being this one.

Much of my interest was in chance.  In the book I liked the way scientists like Keppler calculated numerical evidence for his theories by chance.  I travelled several times around Australia by calculated chance.  Hitchhiking in and out of peoples lives.  Breaking daily routines in what was a rich cross section of Australian experience, a collage of living vignettes as I was to deviate enroute from A to B. 

Looking back, these hitchhiking experiences gave me new cross-reference points for looking at the richer picture in terms of being able to relate to, and better read patterns of both a physical and social nature.  Probably because I took the chance to hitch and to deviate, rather than go by the timetable routines of a coachline.

There was a time for me when night didn’t follow the daily routine. 

It was when I went down to the South West forests of Western Australia to experience a solar eclipse. I climbed to a roof top vantage point on top a forestry fire spotting tower above a prominent mount, to experience this planetary phenomena. 

If I had extra eyes in the back of my head I could have observed in it’s entirety, the daylight hours fading into a premature 360 degree sunset.

I saw the stars come out . 

My perception of highlighted images of the surrounding nature in the valley below was simplifying and seemingly contracting into an unfamiliar darkness with the transit of the moon in front of the sun. 

Then the moon blocked the normal sunlight with a  pause for a false night time. 

At this point of bifurcation, the height of the eclipse, the more monochrome edge between earth and night sky graduated into an encircling pastel glow. Gradually the ‘lost’ day was returning to enlighten the rim. Expanding my vision with the light of a new dawn. 

It was actually nearer to mid day by Greenwich mean time. Biological clocks were upset. Animals in the vicinity were making morning noises as dawn songs wafted from the surrounding valleys as the day caught up again with the time on the clock.

From that experience, life became to me to mean one long day. One long day, punctuated by revolutions of shadow and changing reflections from the moon.

The meaning behind the idea of the ‘one long day’ was accentuated when a talented art school friend jumped out of life from a waterfall. This suicidal action of shortening his “long day”, jolted a questioning of my own reason for being. His ‘one day’ was a unit of fullness, a collage of quality adventures. 

I read the ‘ending’ of his lifetime as a motivational message urging me to make opportunity out of routine and encouraging me to live life fully. An urge to seek out and position myself  within the theatres of life. As Joseph Campbell said, in his series on the ABC Compass program, “follow your bliss”. My bliss was an action learning philosophy. An existentialist urge to hover with a observers eye and my bag of art tricks,  in a riskier way, nearer to the point of change (bifurcation). So as to create opportunity and embrace a quality in my unit of life, enabling the generation of a wealth of subject matter for my paintings, which  would not arise from succumbing to routine. 

Bringing a painting into the world is about giving life to the relationship between the colours, shapes and lines marking a page. It is about creation, and the combining of stuff into being, both beyond  and in front of, and, in the surface of the page. Helping new images through the eclipse, into the full light of day. 

I was a long haired, vegetarian and organic gardening art student  who conscientiously objected to the call up to fight in Vietnam.  In late 1972, I completed my student art requirements early , to skip away from - [point (a) Perth] hoping to ‘dodge the draft’, by hitching to [point(b) North Queensland] -. By then, the Whitlam Government was installed, ending conscription. I continued on as intended, flying across to Papua New Guinea for the 1972 -3 wet season. 

Consistent with the ‘motivational message’ (like surrendering to life), I made a ‘paradigm shift’, like rowing into a new experience of examining myself in a totally different domain. PNG was on the cusp of change from colonial rule to independence and self government. 

For me, the new  ‘bodily’ shift was in travelling from one of the most comfortably stable, flat and affluent western societies, (Perth’s economy supported by mining revenue) to be immersed in another more animistic, mountainous third world economy, living in another time frame with different words, different maths and different customs etc. 

I hitch hiked (- a societal change indicator - impossible today, because of  rascal gangs) through to Wabag in the Western Highlands. It was total culture shock in Enga territory. On the road there was animated talk of recent payback ritual and evidence of tribal fighting.

In the cultivated mountains around Wabag I went barefoot exploring with a pair of shorts as my only possession. Running late on one trip, (after startling cuscus hunters with my whiteness in the forest of a prehistoric alpine swamp), it was arranged for me to stay overnight in a women’s hut (I was totally oblivious to social norms and protocols). I spent a mentally painful night trying to sleep on a husk covered dirt floor with two uninvited, tough skinned tiny kids clinging to me (apparently to keep me warm). They went immediately to sleep like the Enga women to the side. Their hands on auto pilot, slapping at the bugs in a windowless hut shared with the family pigs in the stalls behind my feet. I couldn’t sleep for the itching and the mental frustration. Causing a self loathing in myself for surrendering myself to this socially vulnerable state (how could I have been so stupid to be in this predicament? Why?). The ‘one long day’  became a ‘far too long’ night, desperately waited for the sunrise. 

As I ventured in and around Wabag, there was this unavoidable focus of attention which I couldn’t get used too. In Perth, ( being of average height and colour) I was free to move in my relative anonymity, compared with the pressure of a conspicuousness (taller and white) in the village. 

On the way to the market one morning, seeking mental respite from the public attention, I tricked my hosts, broke off in another direction, dropped down a ravine, and just ran my heart out. Crossing a vine bridge, I went up and over a range and into a valley with no map and no local knowledge. Teaming up with a dignified looking Enga tribesman in top hat and arse grass, carrying a black umbrella under his arm. We nodded and pointed to distant hills, and walked....................

All I had was the shorts. 

Nothing at all in the pockets - no money, - nothing. 

We walked till the afternoon..................no words were said. 

At our destination (to this day I wouldn’t know where) his clan assembled and an old man spoke through an interpreter. He referenced his age by saying was old when he saw the first plane (balus), and that he was now nearing death. He had a question for me to answer in relation to his worry about life after death. 

He told the gathering that I was a different white man, …. ‘white men treated them as numbers’. The administrators would come around and put a white man’s number on the hut, ( there are over 400 different ways of counting recorded in PNG) then count everyone, -  ‘even the piccaninny inside belly belong marie’. Pointing to me he said - “and you, - you stop, - you sit down with us, - you kai kai (eat) with us”, passionately saying, - ‘you even sleep in our huts’. 

From their ridge overlooking the valley we could spot the Bible Mission far below. 

Pointing to this, he asked me about the “eternal life business” that they talked about down there. It seemed that he wanted to know from an ‘apparently different’  white man, as to whether he should stay with his customary practices or punt on the mission’s biblical interpretation of what happens at the end of this ‘one long day’.

In the 60’s and 70’s there was clash of cultures in the “Cargo Cult “ era. Their staple diet, and subsistence economy was changing to include imported ‘tinned pish’ (fish). Isolated from the coast, (their tribal currency, measured in strings of traditional traded cowry shell), they didn’t know about the fish and the sea, or how the pishes (fish) jumped into the can, let alone the economic ramifications of the Japanese harvesting their shores and selling back the processed cans in the village trade stores.

To me, the question I was asked to comment upon about eternal life (from my world view) was really one of systems of sustainability  within societal transition. In looking towards the mission for inspiration I would see past sloping gardens with ordered mounds of the staple food kau kau. They’ve been cultivated for centuries in a self-perpetuating system. Traditionally, nutrients from their predominantly organic waste (not ‘pish tins”) go back into the mounds, producing food year round. In seasons of crop failure (especially frost) I understood that the families would uproot and shift in with families in other valleys in some reciprocal societal agreement.

Standing there, the answer seemed to be something to do with our ways of knowing. 

I have the potential to go back to a University in Perth and read intellectual information, and analyse from a variety sources about how to potentially cultivate sweet potato in these highlands. While here in their territory, I could access an oral and experientially  intuited; agricultural and social knowledge about food supply systems which has sustained their society in a subsistence form for centuries. 

I thought about the civilised canned “pish” scenario in the context of my  “back to nature organic gardening”. Attempting to explain that I thought that their subsistence tradition was really a ‘doing it ‘ version of the eternal life business and that it may be sustainable (eternal) if their wants were balanced with their needs. How would you know enough to answer such questions about balance in a rapidly changing world, especially when we were approaching from two extremely different world views operating by two different cultural clocks? A formidable knowledge bridge, a form of cultural agency is required just to simply explain (words alone won’t work) the technological leap in production to the older ‘primitive’ tribes-people, the phenomena to them, (but not to our frame of reference),  ‘how the pish get into the tin.

At Wabag I was young and naive, apparently exploring differently from other white contacts.  I’d inadvertently become (via my body language and from where I put myself) a cultural agent who had been asked to cross culturally explain a pattern of difference. It seemed that there is a role for an cultural agent to help nurture understandings about differing wants and needs in the context of societal paradigms.

Normally, on such an adventure, I wouldn’t have reflection time.  By impulse, I’d intuitively deal with only the immediate doings. There being little time to think of what I had also absorbed laterally. When pieced together laterally, this question and the expression interest  in my answer by the old man was highly important in giving me confidence in the worth whileness of risking and surrendering to that “motivational message” (a minor reward, I didn’t feel so stupid for sleeping overnight in the women’s hut) - to explore the new social territory, to enable these cultural linkages to be activated. To be a cultural agent.

Subjugated knowledge Foucault,1980,pp81-3

Patterns in Classical and Ethno science Goodenough & Thomas p15

I’d come to PNG with an “outsider's” world view to observe highland life through my "window”.  The "view" was that of the writer/researcher tradition, in a colonial territory where people were normally "accounted" for by administrators who put those numbers on the huts. Accounted for, with a mathematic which fitted the sciencific determinism of a different cultural perspective. A scientific logic, more attuned to objectivity and quantification. Such social interactions seemed clinical and sparing. It was virtually opposite to the public magnetics my more subjective antics of being dressed in arse grass (leaves covering the buttocks) and billum (woven skirting piece), and walking from village to village with a young local community organiser, John Kimbun Kopio from the agricultural department, who in return became a linking person for me, - an Enga cultural agent .

It was Sing Sing time in Wabag.

A shift happened for me as an artist. 

Instead of me painting the subject, this "observers'" body was systematically painted and adorned with feathers, beads and weavings, and mapped in the clays of the Wabag landscape. As an outsider invited to their ceremony, I was painted into their picture (their world view) with few words spoken. Sing Sing is serious celebratory business. (The political leaders would pay special people to walk in from many valleys away, just to align a decoration before they danced.) It was men’s business about beauty and adornment, where beauty was more than decoration, it was a timeless bond between culture and nature. 

After great attention to the aesthetics, my arms were interlocked with ceremonial dancers. Still holding a drum; beating, whistling and moving together as one. We were arranged in a semi circle. In a random unison, our feathers fluttered and a coloured lines of beads and weavings on the bilum reappeared with each cyclic motion - the performance spoke through many modes. Me the observer, arms interlocked in the rhythms and profound beauty of their timeless nature/culture bond. Pirsig?

Out front sat the traditional future tellers.

 reading the sum of the patterns,   

- the way the adornments appeared 

- how they moved in the present,

- with the rhythm of the dance 

- handed down through tradition, 

- in a weave of interconnections

- the celebration spoke,

of timeless sound, colour and movement,

from the past and the present, 

these wise men would tell the........ 

For me the observer painted into this timeles ritual, dance had gelled with a new richness and meaning. It was a far cry from rocking to a pub band back in Perth. Dancing was something more. There were other dimensions. On return, I would never dance the same.

I have mentioned here just two of several insightful experiences that I had in Papua New Guinea before I flew back to point (b) to the sanctuary of the Kuranda rainforest. 

For a month I soaked up the experiences which knitted together new combinations of details. Interlaced patterns emerged as I re-visited mental images derived from parallel and lateral incidences which I may have consciously and subconsciously noticed along the way. Details that were not the day to day focus of my attentions. As  my ttention was normally on the immediate business of dealing with the moment before me.

The time to; reflect, reconnect, imagine and re-live the adventure, away from the point of change, was a critical exercise in more fully understanding and making sense of my evolving world view.

I have since heard that the PNG experience, helped me to be chosen to join the Round Earth Company. It was a multi arts expedition from Perth through Northern Australia, visiting; rural towns, mining camps, Aboriginal Communities, Reserves, Missions, Schools, Gaols.

The company was brain child  and lead by theatre director Richard Davey, dance, filmmaker, photographer, visual artists, potters, musicians, included a mechanic and nurse for the journey which criss-crossed remote areas of the north and west of the continent over a period of six months.

Personal outcomes

•
working awareness of the essence of other art forms with a range of professionals

•
educational role of the arts in experiential learning

•
versatility, adaptability and portability of the screen printing process

•
first met Elders, Mowaljarlai and Barunga, Aboriginal cultural awareness

•
life experiences on Aboriginal reserves and missions

•
teamwork multi-tasks multi-skilling, group planning, logistics, 

•
personal development, practical life skills, 

•
regional awareness

•
recognition of tokenness in Government support services and initiatives in rural communities

Extracts: Round Earth Company personal report for the Children’s Activities Time Society

From One Arm Point 1973. 

‘John played music with the kids as we ran and sang our way along the beach. At the “bough shed” school we did paintings. They didn’t have this stuff before, so we left lots of paint, brushes and paper behind. Where else in the world could they be used more fully than One Arm Point?

One night a chap came past on his way to fetch water from the windmill next to where we had pitched tent. Our camp was under a lone pandanus palm at the end of a long string of clean huts facing - diamond alive grey blue tidal waters, shimmering against the bare pink rocky islands of the Sunday Strait. 

He said, ‘there was a corroborree for some special guests from Lombardina and that ‘we shouldn’t miss it’,.. ‘it begins in Aboriginal time, and to arrive for the start’. We snuck in a little late and sat down. The kids were dancing with little totems about kingfishers diving into the sea. We were pleased when they offered to do it again. On the night came, with more and more intensity. It is big in my mind and still in my ears. Afterwards, under the moon Billy Achoo explained about these dream-time events.They seemed happy to talk to good ears, I won’t forget them easily, being priviledged in the honour that it was we who happened to be the special guests. 

Rearth life to a dead area pic

Richard and I left for our broken down trailer, leading to an unanticipated stop over at La Grange Mission. That night we met the kids and played, loosening them up with Richard’s singing and my jews harp. We later confirmed activities for the next day with the teachers. We went to the; ‘littlies’ school - did paper mono prints and glue prints, and to big school - to splash up long lengths of paper, clay work and more lino prints.  I showed the teachers how to construct a silk screen, taking them through the whole process. Very intense and active.

We headed for Broome where I set up a print shop at the Gaol. The inmates were scattered around and from a distance, just watched me go through the lino cut process. From their distant observations, my technical tricks must have clicked in their minds as I’d do a print. Eventually they applied their distant observations to their own designs. They were good quick learners. I left them to it and went inside the cell, lay on the bunk and read a comic just to feel something of what it was like to be locked up. I did some silk screens later on, and they printed onto fabric and made their own cloth design. They did the best original lino cuts of the lot. It was the best working situation for me.

At the St Mary’s Primary school, I printed potato cuts with permaset dye onto fabric and talked with some ladies, about elements of design.

Bitumen to Mowanjum (Derby)

…………..I went on a hunting trip in search of mountain roos. Their white fur being used for ceremonial hair belts. We went to isolated island mounts near Mt Anderson Station. The elders were positioned with .22 rifles at one end, as we tracked the animal towards them using traditional hunting tactics. It was a successful team experience. I took part in the pursuit; overcome by primal urges of stalking, listening for movement, looking for signs, etc.

Seeing the insides gutted and sewn up with sinew, and so that they could continue the hunt, I offered to carry a hefty dead roo on my bare shoulders, down the mountain. The warm blood dripped and dried over my torso. It did not go well with my vegetarianism. The hunting teamwork is a rewarding  way to learn with Aboriginal people. It’s a chance to get to better know inside them. I’m greatly appreciative of the informative chatter experienced out there with them. As that mount they were hunting from, was them. 

Back at Mowanjum, I did lino cuts and potato prints onto calico, with the older girls. They plonked away. There was actually little interest in the activities.

One of the best learning experiences was getting bogged out on the Derby marsh with about 15 women and kids. Stuck out in nowhere on a day time fishing trip. By night time under the stars, we were still stuck together, right among them, digging out mud from the wheels, touching each other, - friends. Loosened up by this, the Mowanjum women told us so much about their ways. About how the patches between the stars related to their aunty and uncles. Just being bogged and stuck, unblocked communication barriers that would have taken long to remove.’ (The flat expanse of the marsh, the surrounding star spangled night sky reminding me of rowing out to see in the Abrohlos, with the late night speck in the distance turning into vehicle lights coming to our rescue)

At Mowanjum I joined in with Micheal Edols in the production of his films Lai Lai and Floating about cultural transition. Max a member of the film crew joined our expedition to Kalumburu.

Towards the end of the expedition, between Kalumburu and Darwin I became sick with hepatitis, flying back to Perth to recover, setting up a painting studio at Mundaring Weir. There, I would spin the bottle each day, pointing the way to my daily explorations leading to an immersion in the importance of water catchment areas. I did my first series of catchment paintings.

Pictures of Paintings at Century Motors

I moved back and created a live-in studio in the heart of Perth on top of the old stables of Century Motors with a view over the city. It looked down on the railways where I once worked loading spaces in goods vans. The Roe Street studio, around the corner from John’s Bar (a popular theatre identity), was in Perth’s red light district. The location became a city experience which I cherished. From the studio observation platform I grew an interest in the role of artists in urban planning.  

I became involved in setting up the “alternative “multi-arts space Praxis. On the practical side,  I instigated the; renovations, installing of lighting, and the promotion and presentation of the first main exhibition. It is now the Perth Institute for Contemporary Arts. 

Accompanying Praxis flyer extracts…

 “a few sculptors, painters, poets and musicians manage to rent.. a venue…which supports creative exploration…available for multi-media events…a forum for ..overseas exchange…relies on the interchange of ideas and co-operative involvement”.

Praxis PNG artlook article and picture

Exhibition:  “Four Presentations” at Praxis

nocturnals, 

many based on the catchment, 

spin the bottle

kissing the wier

immersion in place, 

different spaces,

tacit, psychological, cosmological.....  

making notes in the night, 

on site.

Heeding the “motivational message”, breaking a comfortable painterly routine, I returned to the Kimberley, inventing a program of part time art teaching.

Extracts from a letter - October 26, I976  

explaining some of the inaugral trials and tribulations of return t the Kimberleys

…at Mowanjum in I972, I found that the bold immediate results from batik and lino block printing a suitable method for recording their own imagery into designs. I would like to follow with the community to encourage and learn, producing a textile of good quality with their story all over it …Sister Myrene who is running the Broome Craft Centre wanted me to introduce other crafts, take painting classes, with kids, the schools, and in the gaol. She sought to find me enough part-time teaching through Technical Education and Adult Aboriginal Education in Derby.

I sold a couple of paintings, and bought a new motor bike (which has finally arrived on the truck) so I could travel between the towns cheaply. It has been five weeks now. I haven't been paid. For a while I was in a tent in the camping ground in Derby, hopelessly floundering in the heat trying to organise classes with no transport around town borrowing vehicles to get out to Mowanjum, trying to work out the best method of approach, - where and when I should work, and no materials to work with.  It was an exhausting mess,…my Derby classes are very keen..  I can’t say, next week bring along this, because there is no Jackson’s Art Supplies down the road..…

This an extract of a letter I wrote, seeking assistance to become a Field officer for Community Arts in the West Kimberley illustrating my early development in a cultural agency role

 ….” I saw the Community Arts People in Sydney a year ago. They would support the idea if I could find someone to cover the other half of the funding.  On return I spoke to the Office of the North West  - who rang Derby Shire. They replied that it was highly unlikely that they could support a joint scheme with Broome Shire in Community Art.

I would like to know if you could meet half the costs.  The Broome Aboriginal Housing Committee are properly constituted and would administer funds. I have been working full time on the ideas behind this scheme for the past 12 months.  I treat what I do in Art as a profession. It is what I have trained in and spent my time collecting knowledge about. I hold it up as a job equivalent to any other in a town.  Being full-time involved in Art, I am concerned that certain aspects; respect, meaningfulness, sacredness in my culture don't seem to be communicated.  Consequently, when I see the loss and modification of these qualities in Aboriginal Cultural life I want to put every effort into understanding more, so as to preserve these qualities, in order that I may also know my own culture.

There is cultural change occuring here in the Kimberley, hastened by the people trying to flog their culture as a commodity, without realising that the most vital contribution culture makes in society is likely to be through education. Through the advertising of their heritage with important meaning and story but not through blind commercialisation. The value and integrity of our arts, cannot always be measured in money.

Last year I taught a Art at Nulungu a Catholic Secondary College in Broome. We have an encouraging relationship.  I worked on the Broome Historical Display for the museum. I also work voluntarily with Community Welfare Department in the camps at Fitzroy Crossing,  explaining to those communities how they might run their own “living museum”.  Things need to be done from a grounded level, not necessarily an instigative one, but  one where you can trustingly sit down and contribute to each other’s ideas.

Things need to be understood from there.  Many forget that it is us whites who need educating.  Especially about culture, because it is usually the white culture which buys artefacts and ultimately dictates what is bought, made and forgotten.

Where white and aboriginal societies can co- relate is in the essences of their culture.  Culture takes different forms, but in each, the “arts” had an important role in defining the development and well being of their people.

What I want to encourage, is for Aboriginal people to construct their own museums using and learning the most attractive technology for display in order to exhibit, document and reproduce (where valid) the meaningfulness of their culture.  

White people don't know how long it takes for a coolamon to be made?

What skills are handed down?

Where the wood comes from?

What law is in the design? etc. 

White people buy them, but only encourage what they know about (which is usually minimal, only one sort of boomerang).  What whites do know is how to cost and compare the printing of a leaflet, booklet, set of slides, tapes, etc.  Learning these reproduction technologies will create skills for future employment.  Aboriginal Culture is their greatest resource. This will educate white people. With every artefact should be a story, and aboriginal youths should be trained to have the knowledge to market with integrity.

The aim of the letter is to ask for assistance because I have;

little influence in instigating schemes like this one, 

little means to get them underway, 

little security and lately, a

little ridicule, because I hold what I can contribute to the community through my profession with full importance, yet lately move around on the dole. (Part-time teaching ceased in the school vacation). I often feel treated as a cheap toy servant, who involves himself in community affairs, like the Tourist Bureau Committee, Community Education Centre, Broome Historical Society because all these involve arts in the Community. To concentrate on my profession, so that I have the time and independence to move around and understand community needs, I am on the dole. Which is OK as I am lucky, and love this place, (the people, adventures, things to explore, unique subject and resource material for me to use), but it doesn’t give me the means or influence to develop or extend what I am learning because I am always working from a less confident, low position.  

This impedes the implementation of schemes and; 

- is a distraction when trying, to get advice and co-operation with other departments, 

- it is exhausting applying for grants and assistance when you are not directed through the right channels, 

- departments are more responsive to someone who is officially positioned, and not to individuals on the dole. 

It is also invaluable to be independent. With many departments that I have dealt; this independence is also seen as having no responsibility. But I feel far more committed and involved, and wish I had the capacity to put these ideas into practice. I see my suggestions as very practical, but I am unable to be convincing about their viability, because they are multifaceted and not laid out in a methodically calculable form.  In a way, this should never be expected. Date???

Quote from the Kimberley Administrator

“I would also suggest that you redraft your submission to give it one central theme.  At present, it is not clear whether you proposal has as its main aim, the alleviation of unemployment, Aboriginal welfare, the creation of a small local industry, tourist promotion or art teaching.  You will realise that each of these areas would normally draw their establishment or support funding from different sources, but that it would generally be impossible to attract funds for one project from a diverse variety of sources.”

Most of my trouble being influencing, happens because the role and function of Art in the Community, in all its aspects, has never been made clear in western society. It is seldom supported and often interfered with, by dabblers with influence, who have little sensitivity or insight to the Arts.

I have been mocked as a “bludger “; by professional people, because they don’t see me  working, or holding a comparable pay packet in my hand or when asking for a lift to Fitzroy or Derby, etc. I see it is necessary for me to get to these places. ( standing in for community welfare while staff were on holidays - ie regular deliveries and transport - involved in setting up an “Moolagiddi” check outstation opposite Fossil Downs Station. assisting in alternative building project (ant bed) at Kurnungi camp  It is awkward having to account for the unreliability soliciting lifts. Initially it meant I cut across a range of personalities often with intimate insights into their thinking and their private and public roles and functions in the region.  This is good for broadening understanding, (especially the operation of government departments) but now it is time to tie these experiences together…..”

Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintanence

trip to see the modern masters power of the experience of seeing a picasso in flesh, importance of reading the experience of a painting and the experience of reading on the run about the run.  Greeks and Aboriginal thinking

I discussed the law with Broome Magistrate Terry Siddal who explain the similarity between Aboriginal law and Customary law. Justice cultural difference urban planning action research the big picture the scale of learning from a town or region this size enabling me to think more holistically as I was hitchhiking back wards and forwards  people would open up about roles and functions able to locate there expanded our views. The Idea of myself as a pattern receiver a scaffolding cultural agent eg the regional Police superintendent, discussions about youth and the pressure on me to get off the dole I embarked upon an employment scheme with the following aims

Leaving the Magistrates I was walking past the Boab tree at the Broome Court house, reminded the reason why alive,  

The scheme began as the Broome Aboriginal Tourist Development Agency Arts Aboriginal Heritage Youth Employment Tourism. Sense of identity, sense of place belongingnes pride in the cultural development sense of religion.

Page of aims of youth strategy

At the time, tourism was in it’s infancy, isolated by 400 miles of dirt road to the south.
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In November 1975, Artlook published an article about a young man with stars in his eyes who was trying to develop an obscure arts concept, Praxis.

We continued to give space to Praxis during its struggle to survive and a later article (Artlook, June 1976) resulted in a hullaballoo at official level and the subsequent reversal of an Arts Council decision not to fund Praxis.  As a result it was able to remain and prove a breeding ground for some very innovative thinking.  But in the meantime, the aforementioned young man had wandered on his way.

We found him again last week up at Broome, where he is in the process of establishing a centre for Aboriginals.  This is outlined below in the circular he sent to Aboriginal communities in the North, asking for their contributions.

"We have set up a scheme under N.E.A.T.S. for Aboriginal employment through Arts and Crafts which has an instructor and eight people on full N.E.A.T.S. wages for two years.

We have been given a large old Broome house, rent free, for two years and Nuiungu College has given us the full use of a five ton truck for six months.  This will enable us to travel regionally - taking photos, drawings, paintings, collecting resource materials, stories, songs, performing concerts, recording corroborees, teaching art skills in schools, learning traditional crafts.  The group on the scheme will be trained to build museum displays, documenting traditional processes and patterns, using art skills like ticket writing, lettering, illustration graphics, minor cabinetmaking, etc. so that they may preserve and record Aboriginal heritage, through a direct involvement and consultation with older people.

On July 14th, National Aboriginal Day, we are having an exhibition to display examples of fabrics we have designed, printed T-shirts, stories we're printed in local newspapers, paintings and drawings from classes we have taught, a range of many other crafts, historical displays, etc.  With these examples we intend to explain all the avenues and possibilities through which we hope to consolidate the interests of local people and preserve the heritage and environment of this area.

We are calling the exhibition "Brand New Day" after a protest song written by local boy, Jimmy Chi, and music by Micky Manolas.  The group aims to encourage inherent talents which lie in music and art skills that convey a sense of identity.

We are asking your community to contribute where possible anything with some story that will explain to us what is happening in your area '

The display may include photos, traditional objects (with meanings written down), tapes of songs, drawings, carvings, crafts, that show to us the importance of culture and ways unique to your area.

“We are holding this exhibition-meeting-concert at short notice, using this occasion to explain our intended function.  We invite all communities to participate and hope that, together, we can show how training in art skills can create employment through which others can learn about Aboriginal

culture." - Geoff Buchan

The week-end exhibition was over when we visited the centre, but a number of the exhibits were still there awaiting collection.  It looked to have been a very comprehensive collection and according to Geoff, it was a great success, wellattended by the townspeople and others, some of whom travelled many miles to be present.

George Haynes, presently resident artist in the Pilbara (see endorsement of BND Concept)and Mark Grey-Smith attended, and Aboriginal leaders from a number of communities, came in. The opportunity to hold lengthy discussions on art and Aboriginal culture with these people was one of the highlights of the exhibition, Geoff says.  Another was the overnight successor a song composed by local Aboriginal boy, Jimmy Chi, which Geoff says has a catchy reggae beat and after its inaugural presentation at the Exhibition, was being whistled and sung in the streets of Broome.

Talking to Geoff Buchan today, one gets the feeling that those stars have been superseded by a much more purposeful glow which could very well herald the rising sun of a brand new day for the Aboriginal  community.  It is to be hoped that his vision, enthusiasm and preparedness to contribute hard work and endure personal sacrifices will receive the sort of official approval and financial support that will make it possible for such a venture to succeed.



BRAND NEW DAY

Introduction:

is fella song all about the aboriginal people the native people the black people of Australia.  Us fella people want um land our own land the land that bin bilong to us from long time. We want um rights alla same longa white man.  We all same looking forward to dis one brand new day that himbella one talking bout longa Dat Man Longa Canberra.

Verse 1

Here I live in dis tin shack

Notjing here's worth coming back

To drunken fights and awful sights

People drunk most every night

CHORUS

On the way to a bran' new day

Everybody, everybody say

On the way to a bran' new day

Everybody, everybody say

Verse 2

We've nothing old and nothing new

They want us all to be like you

We've no future we have no past

We hope the sun may shine at last

CHORUS

Verse 3

Government give us pension cheques

They steal it all with income tax

No jobs for us but they all say

Malcolm give us bran’ new day

CHORUS

Verse 4

We just got rights after all the wrongs

Still we find we don't belong

Now they want to take it all away

What kine dis one bran’ new day

CHORUS

On the way to a bran new day

Everybody, everybody say

On the way to a bran' new day

Everybody, everybody say.

                                    (c)Jimmy Chi

(Artlook, Vol.5 No.4).

Aboriginal Arts Scheme 

Feature

THE colour pictures of craft in this month's centre-spread and on the cover depict a venture by North-west Aboriginals which has been struggling for survival for over twelve months and now seems almost certainly doomed to failure.

The pictures were taken at an exhibition in the Commonwealth Bank in Broome. The exhibition had been arranged by a small group of young Aboriginal craftsmen in the hope that Prince Charles would have been allowed to view it on his fleeting visit io Broome.  Sadly, this did not eventuate (Artlook, Vol.5 No.4).

The craftsmen concerned belong to the Broome Aboriginal Arts Development Scheme.

The history of this brave venture is one of insufficient financial or moral support from people at government and private level who both could and should be exerting themselves to provide both forms of assistance.

The Aboriginal Arts Development scheme was the brainchild of a young arts graduate from W.A.I.T., Geoff Buchan.  Before attempting to implement his scheme, he spent two years working, painting and moving around the Kimberley communities to develop his understanding of Aboriginal people.  He had previously followed the same life-style in New Guinea and had also accompanied Richard Davey on his Round Earth tour of the North and Central Australian region.

Geoff then decided to establish himself in Broome and implement a scheme to assist unemployed Aboriginal young people to develop skills which would eventually allow them to become at least partly self-supporting through Art and Craft activities. He reasoned that the Broome area was continuing to experience an increase in tourism and that training in these skills could lead to employment for these young people.  At the same time it would provide tourists with an opportunity to acquire mementos of their visit which would have some real value and interest, in contrast to the inferior artifacts usually offered.

In an original submission to establish the scheme, it is explained in the following terms: “        See Appendix

“The submission goes on to list details of the training program - some of which had been realised before the submission was made - and which included instruction in:

1 .
Cottage crafts - silkscreen printing of fabric lengths, T-shirts, posters, tickets, etc.  Pottery, using local clay from Beagle Bay, which deposit incidentally was discovered by the group and is now being marketed.  Leatherwork and carpentry.

2.
Development of Aboriginal crafts of the district, such as boab-nut carving and pearishell engraving.

3.
Photography - documenting the groups activities, recording local scenery and events.

4.
Mechanics - the group maintains its own truck and carts materials for community projects.

5.
Community work - the group had already constructed the town basketball courts and fenced an Aboriginal reserve.  It later conducted youth activities in painting, kite-making, video viewing and numerous other community projects.

Obviously all this was an ambitious project.  In August, 1978, it had been initiated with assistance from the N.E.A.T. scheme and an old house in the town centre had been offered, rent free, for two years. Geoff Buchan was confident that the scheme would develop as planned. Today he is not so happy.

The house has had to be evacuated because it failed to measure up to the Shire's requirements.  Geoff says that it was as much in compliance with the regulations as many other houses in the town that are still occupied and he thinks the Shire was pressurised by certain ratepayers to exercise its authority to the disadvantage of the group. Temporary alternative premises were eventually provided, but the loss of the house and consequent expenses and upheaval were undoubtedly a setback, says Geoff.

The N.E.A.T. scheme funds any project for only a limited period and though an exception was made in this case and the time extended, help from this source has now dried up.  Minimal as the financial assistance was, its loss is a serious handicap to the little group.  It has continued to struggle on but with subsistence money withdrawn and without working capital for the purchase of equipment and materials, its activities are necessarily limited and the development towards eventual self support curtailed.

So what are the group's present needs?

Says Geoff, "We need premises, money to pay an instructor and money to pay an assistant - a secretary cum research officer cum bookeeper.  We need equipment and material a proper supply of material so that we can plan production, and accept orders.  Craft shops in Port Hedland and Perth have asked for supplies of our screen-printing.  How can we supply them when we haven't even enough money to feed ourselves properly, let alone buy materials?"

Geoff says he has tried every known funding source for help to establish the scheme on a stable and permanent basis.  The Aboriginal Arts Board, the Adult Aboriginal Education, the Education Department, the Department of the Northwest and the W.A. Arts Council have all expressed interest, and some have rendered limited assistance.  But attempts to have the scheme realistically funded have been side-stepped, he claims.

But unless positive steps are taken soon, the scheme will have to be abandoned, and these young Aboriginal people who have so commendably and enthusiastically embarked on an attempt to establish themselves as creative, self-confident and financially independent,will be forced to reverttotheaccepted pattern of dependence upon a morally-destructive social welfare system.

This would be a sorry ending to a scheme, the maturing of which is more than adequately demonstrated by the attached pictorial record of some of its work.

To allow such a venture to die would reflect no credit on any individual or organisation, government or otherwise, which could reasonably be supposed to have a responsibility to assist.”

Artlook Magazine July 1979 pp27 - 29

Thoughts on the Broome Aboriginal Art Group Exhibition

“ART criticism is usually an unjustifiable exercise, since the chemistry generated between the object d'art and the beholder is a unique experience for each individual.

Be that as it may, the Broome Aboriginal Art Group's exhibition held recently in the Commonwealth Bank, Broome, became especially meaningful for me in respect to the aspirations of those people who contributed their works.

It was an endeavour to record the impressions gained from one's particular environment and then interpret these into an art/craft form that is personally satisfying to the artist and a learning experience for the public who views it.

The exhibition demonstrates this intention in its use of familiar scenes and natural objects and fauna to be found in the Broome region.

There were drawings in pencil and in ink of the old homes characteristic of the town, the pearling luggers, - many of these the result of field excursions.  The painting of the jetty in yellows and black is an amazing interpretation of that structure and place, an example of how art can help people to reassess their own experience of the landscape they inhabit.

Predominant in the exhibition were the wall hangings.  The motifs, again, have been taken directly from the Broome environment.  The mediums used in printing the fabrics include silk screening as illustrated, where a detailed drawing of a turtle is stylized into the design which was silk screened over the red patterned background.

This turtle motif was also used in lino-cut prints.  A further example of this process is illustrated where the forms of a shell were used as inspiration for the printed border in a set of curtains.

Some of the most sensitive works were batiks sometimes in combination with a different medium, like the silk screened turtles swimming against and through a delicate batik background, really capturing the fluidity of such a motion.

The displaying of the equipment and materials needed in these painting processes was another good idea in communicating to the public what was involved in the production of the works.  Even the tressels upon which the artifacts lay, were made by members of the group.

Since meeting these people who contributed to the exhibition, my esteem for their productivity and skill has grown considerably as they are working in a borrowed hut and have little funding: that which they do have threatens to be curtailed shortly.

What inspired me was the dedication and initiative of the group - students in the truest sense of the word.  They function as a total art-experience workshop that extends into the realms of pottery, music, photography, building, creative writing and the making up of garments, soft toys, curtains etc. from fabrics they have designed and printed themselves.

It is my hope to become involved myself with this group.Their energy to create is infective.

- Jacquie Houghton 

(Graduate of National Art School, Sydney)
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ALI BAADA and the FORTY THIEVES.

KIRK (Archie) WELLER

There is an animal slowly growing up in Broome, nurtured by milk from the sprawling town and fathered by one Geoff Buchan. The name of this creature is Broome Aboriginal Arts Development Association, or BAADA  - not Barni (goanna) although it is treated just the same for sport. As it becomes fat the hunters move in and spear it for their sport.

It is puzzling that BAADA, who promises such a lot for Broome Youth,  should be opposed by some Broome officials such as the Community Welfare and the Shire.  So BAADA is forced to walk the outsides as an orphan, clinging tightly to the hand of its youthful father. 

It does not even have a home, squatting as it is on father McMahon’s land, in the Parish Hall, crowded out with furniture for church patrons.  It is rather like having a baby on the middle of a railway line : one is uncertain when the train will come and shatter the baby into oblivion.

There is a sunrise on the horizon, however. There is a chance BAADA shall buy one Dureau’s house, a dwelling of minor historical value, then, with another idea of Geoff’s, unemployed youths shall assist with building up the house so it is fit to use while BAADA continues with its arts and craft. Dureau’s House shall become a nucleus for all the various organisations throughout this town (Social Service; Community Welfare; Legal Aid; the Alcoholics).

If there is one thing wrong with Geoff, it is he has too many ideas; possibly too energetic for Broome which is proud of its lazy way of life, a remnant of the old colonial style. There are many who seem to think Geoff is just a babbling idiot who is using the scheme for his own prestige - but, observing him one can see his burning ambition to upgrade Broome’s wandering bored children, who, having been borne by the town have now been tossed out to fend for themselves. 

Everyone has a creative mind. It just needs a key to open up the rich store of ideas, and BAADA is the key. 

BAADA is comprised of people with great differences : there are Malays and Aboriginals; there is Frankie Shoveller who has just been through the law, a deep and important step; and Tony Bull Bin Sali who is sophisticated and plays in a band and has many white friends; some boys have criminal records; some were lazy and indolent. Yet they all want to learn and they are all coloured with the exception of Geoff. 

About December there was an uneasiness in the group Geoff had gone down to Perth to buy equipment and show his slides and speak about his ideas to various people like Ken Colbung; the Minister for the North West; Helen Weller, editor for ‘Artlook’, and others. When he came home, a member who was a vital part of the backbone of the group, Joey Francis, had quit in disgust and most of the other members of the group were not doing much in the way of creativity. (Mango Picking and fencing) 

Also the president, Frankie Martin, was, sadly, not being much help. In fact, often he would voice strong opinions as to what Geoff could do.There was also some disagreement concerning the Christmas Youth Activities, an organisation set up by BAADA and run by Veronica Francis to give the younger children something to do: such as art, playing games, seeing films, playing pool on a table Father McMahon kindly lent us, and, generally, having fun. 

In one explosive meeting, Geoff told the group off in his quiet, yet extremely firm way. This moved one offender to stay behind and have a really good talk with Geoff.  After that he settled down to his sketching (at which he was magnificent), and kept on drawing properly until he left for Port Hedland. 

During this meeting, the group elected Bull Bin Sali as the new president and Arnold McKenzie as vice-president. This was a good choice for Bull understands the importance of the group. When Geoff next went to Perth, in March. Bull himself designed two silk screen patterns and Arnold designed the Broome Basketball Association T-shirt badges and the whole town was really proud.

BAADA’s first child had burst from its egg, as people clambered for a pattern to put on their shirt.

So, at last, BAADA was becoming known and respected, not just as “Geoff’s Mob”, but also as people who could do things and not just talk and dream.  You can talk tall and the cows come home, then watch them starve because you did not get their feed ready for them. 

Of course, some of the younger members are still inclined to not toy their hardest for they are more interested in their money.  But, to be fair, even they seem to be settling down as they can see that BAADA is growing, despite difficulties.

  One difficulty is that the Aboriginal Employment agency seems to have forgotten that Broome exists, let alone BAADA, and they have failed miserably to pay up money to the two boys who newly joined us back in December.  (CIive Tomlinson still has not been paid, which pisses him off -  and his mood spreads to other members of the group, so, like rust, it slows downthe smooth running of Geoff's scheme.)

  One thing is that Geoff has had a hard enough time organiisng his group to cope with stupid arguments from other organisations stronger than him anyway.

   Anyhow, it would appear that BAADA is growing into the child its mother town can be proud of. Geoff does'nt flog his child, although he mildly urges members to work a bit harder. This is the main reason the scheme is working out, because it is no factory situation, with production being pushed to the limit.  Instead we settle gently into each new day, working as hard as we like.- now everyone is concentrating on silk screen designs; not so long ago everyone was drawing; and now, just last week, Mrs King taught the boys coil pottery. Geoff is getting Mario Marlos to teach the boys woodwork and Maggie Churnside to teach sketching.


 An outside observer would think we were just a wandering group which sat around listening to Country & Western music endlessly, and clowning around, and drinking tea, but one has only to look at our diary and one would see BAADA is learning or doing a new thing every day; lino cuts, drawing, silk screens, pottery. Page from Kirk’s diary.

  Our fame, like an octopus tentacles, have crept out before us to Port Hedland, where BAADA received a letter the other day asking if it would like to send work to Guzanta's Craft Cottage (an idea much like BAADA) and now it creeps into Perth, where at this year's Royal Show the whole group shall make up a convoy.

  BAADA doesn't always confine its activities to the Parish Hall. It is good Geoff managed to buy a truck in Perth because not only does this give him a home, it allows him freedom to drive around to see important people, which is surely better than walking as he, did before.

  Also, last year, the scheme was given the old Christian Brothers College Bedford. So we have two trucks which get the boys from place to place, even though the trucks, need constant mechanical attention.This is another aspect of the boys education, learning about the intricacies of engines, taught skillfully by Peter Pianti who deserves a special mention for all the work and driving around he does. He used to work on the Roads Board and has been all around Australia, so has many stories and advice to pass on to the boys. 

  The boys have been on two trips so far this year; one to Beagle Bay to get some of the incredible clay that is there, and one out to Wapets Well to get some wood, which is the best type of wood to use. With the wood, the boys have built three tables. These trips enabled the mob to prove they can work, and also brought the group even closer together.

  Of course it is typical that just as "Geoff’s mob" gains momentum and expertise, the Authorities who fund us should step in and be high and mighty. I think perhaps it is because W.A. is proud of being the cultural backwater it is that whenever an enterprising group starts to emerge on unsteady feet, it is cut off. There are at least three more boys who want to join the scheme, yet the Aboriginal Employment in Perth say it is not worth putting them on since it (doesn't look as though the scheme will work much longer, and why ? ? ?  Peter Pianti, who has been invaluable to the scheme as an adviser and mechanic and drive,r and generally a cheerful person who makes the group happy with his endless array of stories, has not been paid for thirty two weeks.  So, with this attitude of uncertainty, how can the group succeed.

  It is easy for them to say this because they aren't Geoff, who has carved his mob from a bunch of half-interested, half-mocking boys into a happy band of eager creators.

  They are an arrogant tribe of people down in Perth, who never leave their complacent office world, it seems.

  Right now the boys are working hard preparing for an exhibition in the Commonwealth Bank, which may be viewed by Prince Charles.

  Thus shall BAADA appear from its anthill and open up the secret cave, revealing all the treasures this town has hidden.

   We have been doing a lot of turtle designs just lately, and this reptile might become our symbol; for, the turtle, BAADA emerged slowly from the depths and showed its full glory to the world in its breath for life. Whether it shall disappear back into the murky undertow, or whether it shall end up as some hunters' meal we shall have to wait for May.

  KIRK (Archie) WELLER

  
I was asked to bring Kirk up from Perth to get him away from Noongar youth and Police  troubles in Perth. His task was to keep the diary. With the BAADA team as one of the catalysts, he went on to win the Vogel Award for Literature publishing many books, poems and plays. His novel the “Day of the Dog”, was made into the film “Blackfellas”. 

Appendix

BROOME ARTS AND COMMUNITY PROGRAM

1) Aims and Rationale 

There exists in the town of Broome two secondary schools which are necessarily committed to the teaching of traditional curricula. For many of their students this is inappropriate in that no employment opportunities currently exist for graduates. The region continues to experience an increase in tourism which offers the only prospects for employment for these people. This program, which is allied to Shire Council and other interests in promoting the tourist and, allied industries aims to provide these people with directly relevant skills to enable them to fill this growing demand. They will be encouraged to develop artistic and creative skills related to their own Aboriginal and cultural backgrounds in Broome.  Most of the participants are aboriginals.

We refer you to a publication by N.M. Butcher (1977) entitled "The Greater Involvement of Aboriginals in the Economy of the Pilbara and Kimberley Regions". This was a report prepared for the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs and continually referred to tourism as providing one of the few employment opportunities for Aboriginals in the region in the near future.

Recommendation Nine (page 32) states:-

“That Aboriginal communities be encouraged to develop tourism projects. This would involve the development of accommodation facilities, with tourist attractions ranging from traditional arts and crafts and the development of dance forms, to visits to places of Aboriginal historical significance and use of local fauna and flora in providing transport and food."

The report also indicated that the region has an abnormally high proportion of people under 16 years of age suggesting, that the call on programs involving unemployed youth should continue to increase (refer page 29 paragraph 1).

Records of the Commonwealth Employment Office for the Town indicate the fate of recent graduates from the Broome Schools.  They are either obliged to leave the town to find work, which few are able or willing to do, or accept unemployment benefits with the corresponding inevitable social ailments.

In July, 1978 the number of people registered for unemployment benefit was 351.  Assuming that some 50% of these people are under 25years of age and having regard to the small population of Broome (2,920 Census 1976), the potential participants for the program are considerable.  Some 25 to 30 young people are already participants in an informal and meagre program, conducted by Mr.  Buchan.

The program aims directly to reverse this trend by developing a group of people within the community who can take advantage of a demand for art and artefacts by applying their own basic skills.  To do this they require a basic training in art which is not currently, and cannot be, provided by the local schools

Specifically the aims are:-

1.To develop skills in secondary students which will assist them to promote the cultural of the Broome community.

2.To utilise the unique qualities and resources in the town of Broome that are related to its heritage and environment which highlight the interests of, the local people and which -recognise the growing tourism industry as a provider of employment.

3.To provide continuity to the existing school system where by art education can be directed toward future employment and further training.

4.To introduce students to the commercial aspects of art including: Commissioning, ordering of materials, bookkeeping, marketing of products etc.  Support has already been promised from local business, people and teachers.

5. To introduce a wide range of knowledge of materials and techniques not normally available in the region.

6.To involve participants in preserving from decay the uniqueness, cultural heritage that currently exists in Broome to provide a basis for future development.

7.To encourage self motivation and initiative through an interesting and rewarding program which should provide tangible opportunity for participants to contribute creatively to the community.

8.To involve participants in an ongoing liaison with the Shire Council and business community which should thereby indirectly promote future employment opportunities for participants.

2) Description and Plan of the Project

1.Aboriginal Artefacts: 

            In an effort to overcome the deleterious effect which tourism can have upon art production the program aims to involve participants in the production of marketing information.  This would take the form of a brochure which documents, with camera and word, the story behind the artefact.  Participants will enlist the aid of older people who have knowledge of the artefacts and the brochures will become an adjunct to the artefact.

            This part of the program will encourage awareness of local heritage, knowledge of cultural background and experience in guiding a purchaser to an awareness of the worth of artefact.  It is obvious from an inspection of sales venues for aboriginal artefacts that this is a sadly neglected area which tends to encourage the production of "saleable" items rather than worthwhile and quality art which, in the long run, has a better market.

2 Cottage Industries:      

          a) Broome is one of the major pearl producing centres of the world and as such provides an abundance of shell suitable for carving.

         b) A well equipped craft centre already exists in Broome but access is limited to those who can afford materials.  Although clay is currently imported from Perth tests have already indicated that clay at Fitzroy Crossing is admirably suited to pottery.  The experience of excavating, screening and blending of local clays would be an invaluable learning experience.

        c) Leather work is already sold from a small shop in Broome but it does not exploit the use of hide from the local meat works and tannery nor from kangaroo hide which is also plentiful.

        d) Skills in textile production exist among the local Malay people who are willing to pass on their knowledge of batik printing.  Aboriginal motifs can be incorporated into garments for tourists and Lino Block Silkscreen printing is required by much of the towns advertisers.

3. Historical Displays: 

           Participants will work in conjunction with the Broome Historical Society who will pass on skills of minor construction works, documentation, landscaping etc.  This phase would incorporate other skills of sign writing, photograph enlarging painting and silk-screening.

4. Community Involvement: 

             Apart from the Shinju Festival which is held each year for a period of two weeks in Broome there are numerous local activities which could successfully use art work.  These provide a ready application and incentive for skills developed in the program.

 5. Specific Programs:    

A schedule for one program is attached to this submission and a copy of preliminary outlines of four other courses is also attached.

3) Resources Required and Available

a) Personnel: Mr  Geoffrey Buchan, an Arts Graduate from W.A.I.T. will supervise and co-ordinate the main program and be responsible for the main teaching load. Mrs  Gene Haynes, president of the Broome Historical Society  will provide assistance and instruction free of charge. Patrick Roe of the Mambalundyin Craft Centre will provide instruction and some facilities free of charge.

B) Accommodation: Both State and Catholic High Schools have committed the facilities for use by participants. A Shire Councillor has provided a house in the centre of town rent free on a two year basis.  A submission has been lodged with the Lotteries Commission.

C) Equipment Materials: The town is particularly deficient in equipment and materials and all the items will have to be imported from Perth. A detailed list is included with the budget of expenditure.

Schools Commission response

Research Proposal 

WA Arts Council 4 / 1/ 80

”…….I am writing as a concerned member from the Aboriginal Community of Broome in response to your Arts Council support (lack of) for assistance towards a Special Project…………………….. 

…….your Council will still remain alienated from a very important section of this Australian society thus widening the gap of any real attempt to create any interaction of Australia’s original heritage with other cultures being introduced and adopted to make this a multi-cultural society. 

Broome has always been a multi-cultural town with its cohesion and harmony amongst the different races.  It still retains that quality which can only expand to other townships and communities. 

The Aboriginal Identity here is very strong and the motifs and expression in their work reflects it. 

The spirit and enthusiasm of the Broome Arts Group has not fallen since your response to the application for assistance.  It has had the opposite effect in such that if need be the Broome Arts Group will continue to meet and fulfil the needs of the youth, adult and pioneers of this region of W.A. which is being ignored by resource agencies through their lack of personal consultation.

My last query is - Was the submission not up to standard? I have my own positive opinion and I am involved in the screening of applications for grants in aid as a second division Commonwealth Public Servant…………….”    .Yours faithfully, Stephen Albert

hand written termination
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Scan excerpt and appendix

Western Australian Institute of Technology - Department of Art and Design.

15th October, 1979

Geoff Buchan is an ex student of this department who completed his Associateship in Fine Art (Painting) in 1972.  He is now living in Broome, where he has become extensively involved with the problems of aborigines.  Because of his art training, he has seen certain weaknesses in the systems used in Aboriginal support and in particular, is critical of the usefulness of aboriginal people making tourist items that lack identity and any real creative quality.

Consequently, he has set up, mainly from commitment more than money, a highly successful group of practising artists producing real things which have creative value before a commercial value but which, in the main, are saleable items.  The benefits are threefold:

1.
There is a genuine creative experience available to these people where they can understand the pursuit of quality and self discipline.

2.
There is a fragile but mutual feeling of dignity about the group that reflects on other areas of their life which helps them cope with and overcome problems such as drinking, community acceptance, etc.

3.
There is remuneration for their work and the associated

sense of achievement.

Geoff is at the core of this group, but for the most part sees his role as an interpreter to the complex language of receiving help from the "outside".  He has approached every possible avenue of assistance for his group and in some cases has been successful.  For the most part perusal of his correspondence seeking help, reveals a frightening cross between red tape, platitudes and sugary non-commitment. - He is getting the run around.

The problem is compounded by distance, as much of Geoff's pleading has to be done on a personal basis and requires that he drives down from Broome to represent his group.

Things have been going a little better of late as the group received some public inspection from an article (and cover) in Artlook and an exhibition at the Royal Show.  But the problem of assistance remains.

Geoff has explained these problems (any many others) to me in the hope that the School can help.

1.
We may be able, on occasion or request, offer certain staff or students to contribute to the work at Broome.

2.
Offer any on campus assistance that we can (they are interested in advice more than equipment).

3.
Offer support for the variety of submissions that the group

may make.                                        ...2
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