Geoff Buchan

C/- Craft Centre, BROOME. W.A. 6725

October 26, 1976

I had applied for a grant in August 1976 to set up a textile workshop at Mowanjum that was not accepted. I needed the approval of the Elders to undertake the scheme, which require me to make a trip up that month. I had been at Mowanjum in 1972 on a short visit, doing similar work and found that the bold immediate results from Batik and lino block printing a suitable method for recording imagery into design on cloth. I would like to follow this further, staying with the community to advise, encourage, and learn from them, aiming at producing a textile of good quality with the story all over it.

On the trip up, I passed through Broome and visited Sister Myrene who is running the Craft Centre there. She grabbed hold of me and wanted me to stay on, hoping I would introduce other crafts and take painting classes in the town. I could also help her carry the load of running the craft centre and work with kids from the schools, and in the gaol.

She sought to find me enough part-time teaching to exist in the town in the final term. I spoke with headmaster, Roger Fitzharding, who got onto Alan Mitchell, Northwest Regional Officer in charge of Technical Education and I headed back to Perth to finish off my paintings and pack up my studio.

In Perth I was making arrangements through Mike George, the Director of Adult Aboriginal Education. Mr Alan Mitchell rang to make up the number of hours I need by offering a further six hours art teaching in Derby and that he hoped to reimburse my travel between the two towns.

I am very unfinancial - having been painting for four years since I graduated at W.A.I.T. with an Associateship in Fine Arts. I sold a couple of paintings, bought a 'plane ticket and a new motorbike with borrowed money (which has finally arrived up here on the truck) so I could travel between the towns cheaply (sore backside).

It has been five weeks now, and I still haven't been paid. I had no accommodation. For awhile I was in a tent in the camping ground in Derby, hopelessly floundering in the heat, trying to organize classes with no transport around town, borrowing vehicles to get out to Mowanjum, trying to be polite and work out the best method of approach, - where and when I should work, and no materials to work with. It was an exhausting mess of rushing around. At the same time I’m being expected to do miracles as the people in my Derby classes are very keen to work and I have no materials to work with. I can't say, next week bring along this, this and this, because there is no Jackson's Art Supplies down the road where they can get materials.

In Derby, I shifted classes from a shared room at the school to the Bunja Wulla Nunga Centre, which is not used. It is a very, very suitable white elephant - just perfect for an art centre here. So in Derby we have a very good venue and very keen classes. Due to the nature of the environment and type of jobs the people do, the people are exceptionally cooperative with the time they have to spare.

I arrive in Derby for Monday night art classes (borrowed paper, my brushes and poster paint). I often show slides of other painters that I obtain from a well-equipped school library. Sometimes I can borrow a car from the school and get out to Mowanjum and move around the camp among the people, trying to explain what I want to do - and asking what was okay to do and what wasn't. This is necessary and as my stay at present is short before I leave for Broome on the Wednesday, much of the talk is therefore token.

If I can't arrange a lift by ringing all the Departments around town, I buy a plane ticket to Derby. As there is no flight out at a suitable time on Wednesday I have to hitch - which becomes rather pathetically unpredictable. I am exhausted when I get to Broome for my art classes, which have the same problems of not having the right materials. I have to remember to bring a sample of equipment sorted out between the two towns, -  silkscreens, rollers, inks, dyes. I haven't enough of everything and this extra cardboard box full isn’t easy to hitch with, or fly with.

My timetable is: 

Monday - travel to Derby, make arrangements during day, do many little things i.e. clear hall, build shelves, out to Mowanjum, pack pots they make in class to send to Broome for firing. 

Monday night, 7 pm - 10 pm Art classes. 

Tuesday 1 pm - 3 pm textiles Mowanjum- I have been borrowing a vehicle to bring Mowanjum women in to do sample silkscreen and lino cuts - I have to take them back out and return the car by a certain time, I have to go and round them up and talk to them and Elders in the morning. We can't do work at Mowanjum because I can't get anyone to bolt the doors and make the windows for the hall kid proof. I have a proposition to use another building at the community that is coming up at the next meeting. I hope to stay there, get the fabric tables built and keep the place open so they can work at any time when we get to know each other better I spend a large amount of time conferring and talking - all this organizing is hampering because I don't have access to a vehicle and because I have no back up - as the Tech Education Department cannot be expected to support a person working part-time. I need a lot more help. 

Tuesday night 6 pm -8pm - textiles, 8 pm - 10 pm pottery. I began looking for another venue because the class room was used in the day and I can’t find anywhere to store the pots we made or set up a fabric table or leave paintings up or decorate with fabrics we had made at Bunja Wulla Munga as was suggested because it is used only once a fortnight - we have the permission from Community Welfare

Wednesday, I travel back to Broome 7 pm - 9 pm Art classes, painting drawing which I aim to follow up with weekend drawing trips

Thursday 1 pm - 3 pm - a craft class I try and stay around all day Thursday and keep the place open for anyone to come and do things i.e., finish off leatherwork, do macramé, make pots, fabrics. Go out drawing particularly helpful for people on night shift, Thursday 3.30 - 530 pm I have boys from Nulungu College. They are enthusiastic and productive and also appreciate the chance to just talk to someone who isn’t a Brother and ask questions they would normally be embarrassed about, Thursday 7.00 pm - 9.00 pm textiles - using equipment shared with Derby - not enough materials available. 

Friday - Art classes with girls from St. Marys. These school classes I don’t get paid for.

I’ve been asked to arrange classes at the gaol on Fridays but till now I’ve been too exhausted to take on something else.

I took on the teaching this term with the idea of sorting out the needs of the community for arts and craft, encouraging more activity and interest, bringing people together - cooperating, helping exhibit the area through local crafts and painting. Utilizing resources i.e. making the most use of the Kimberley Education Centre, which is a good investment for up here - but these expensive toys- video, tape-copiers, fine stereos, etc are only good if the local people want to know about them and make use of them, maybe it will come, but they re only good when they have records to play on them and a choice of video cassettes to see on them, and tape cassette music to copy. The town definitely needs someone to co-ordinate the facilities available that are hidden away in the various Government Departments. Tourism has a growing future and is a most important. It would be great if there were more good standard paintings to be seen around Shinju or Boab Festival time and it is very important for a big collection of material - paintings, photos, slides, films, interviews to be made and shown in other parts of Australia.

I want to know more about the Kimberleys and work closer with locals because it is important to my own direction in painting. I want to stay and learn about the area in the next few years. I am also very sympathetic to the changes Mowanjum has to go through in the next years - when the Elders with the knowledge are gradually passing on. I think it vital that their story is carried on and recorded, particularly vital in the years to come in establishing a direction and identity for a rather lost younger generation. I feel that there is a lot of work that could be done by more creative, constructive people in serving the area.

Some people in my textile class have suggested things like approaching the Hospital about redecorating the Children’s Ward by silk-screening curtains, sheets, etc, - projects with purposes like these are much more valuable, bringing locals together with a nice chance to brighten things up in the community. The venue in each of the areas is good, but needs to be better used to perform a more active function embracing more of the community.

My problems - the most significant one is to do with not having the stocks to draw from. I need about $600 in each of the towns to begin to build up a store of materials consumables. Whereby townspeople can come along and buy tubes of paint or fabric dye or cloth as they run out. The money from the purchase of these can be used for re-ordering. The orders could be made direct to the manufacturers and once contacts are established the paperwork should be easy. I have been going crazy trying to convince people in authority up here that they can't do paintings without paint; they can't make pots without clay, or silkscreen without dyes. And they turn around and offer kilns and made up screens - which will help, but we can survive by sending our pots to Broome for firing, and we can’t send pots if we haven’t any clay, and can't do paintings if we have only eight tubes of paint between us. 

I don't think I explained that too well, but I am desperate for a bulk order of paints and dyes, so I can get things going and actually see work being done, and not just me and my exhaustive talk saying this is how we could do it if we had this and that. They get cheesed off, and I am surprised that they still roll up in these early stages. Only when they have printed or painted something will people be interested in the art centre. I can't show very much to others for the improvised efforts the classes have made - if they had the gear (if we were in a big city, we could print some Christmas cards or tourist tokens and make money for our stocks to carry on) but at the moment it's a major problem. The new craft centre (in Broome) is set up with a small shop area for selling and stocking these things.

The other problems are to do with my security and stability. It is no good to me relying on part-time salary, so I am looking for some way to become employed full-time, serving the arts in the community. One town at the present is not, enough to support me on their own, and if I could have the steadiness and security of say, serving Mowanjum or directing the craft centre in Broome (which is supported by Sister Myrene) and knew where my income was coming from, I’d be able to work the other areas more fully and not suffer from the erratic disorganisation I let myself in for, because I don't know the correct procedures, or which department is capable of help. This is why I am writing, because it seems that the local people whom I have come across in the midst of my predicaments, definitely want a catalyst to instigate and organise and set things up.

There seems to be two possibilities for establishing this full-time employment security. 

(1) At Mowanjum, where to be of any benefit, I must stay there longer. They are getting a new craft centre up on a truck in early January and I could help David Mowaljarlai consolidate his arts and crafts directing introduced artforms back towards the traditional. I've been around and talked with all the Elders explaining what I’d like to do. I'd want to stay there Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday and on Thursday catch the 6.25 plane to Broome to teach 7. p.m. - 9. p.m. or later arts and textiles to help Sister Myrene out. Friday I could take St. Mary's girls and Nulungu boys and work in the evening with prisoners from the gaol and return on the weekend to Mowanjum. I would still take the evening classes at Bunja Wulla Nunga. At Mowanjum I'd keep the place open all day every day and also get on with my own work. That seems the best way to teach - by example. I’d also have time to work with the kids after school and in the Christmas break when I'll be broke as my paying classes stop at the end of the term. David Mowaljarlai wants me to start work there through the 'wet' and in that time I should be able to get things established well enough for them to have the simple skill to carry on with their own little business. I talked with Joe Baker, D.A.A., and he explained that the general idea in Aboriginal Affairs is to make little communities viable with small cottage industries, and craft seems to be the industry for Mowanjum.

(2) The other possibility would be to work full time serving the Broome community - letting go work at Mowanjum to make the craft centre really function and have a productive appeal which would make the townspeople want to use it. I could learn more about the area in this way and not be making the presumptuous statements about tourism potential I am probably making now.

Well, the other problem is that of access to a vehicle. It has made it very difficult organising and running around, it demands so much effort just to get little things done, like getting keys cut to the hall on a hot day, rushing down to meet the Shire Clerk, over to borrow something for the night classes, back and forth to Mowanjum trying to stir a bit of go in the community. I desperately need the use of a vehicle. Joe Baker said something about a Suzuki four-wheel drive that they left with the Shire that I might be able to use when I am in town. I have no way, from the minimal wages I’d get, of affording a vehicle and costs of running one. I have given up the idea of riding my motorbike back and forth especially with the 'wet' coming on. So I could leave that to get around in Broome, but I definitely need something between Derby and Mowanjum.

It would work in well, flying on the 6.25 plane on Thursdays to Broome - I feel obligated to still help out Sister Myrene and I feel I could add a lot on the days I am there. This shouldn't take much away from my commitment to Mowanjum, or away from the greater enthusiasm the Derby people have to want to keep me and Bunja Wulla Nunga going. It would be good for me to have some form of contract, so they could make sure that any efforts towards making an Art Centre (which is the long range plan of the Kimberley Education Centre) were not wasted.

My problems –

(i)   stocks $600 + ordering for each town 

(ii)  access to vehicle in Derby

(iii) flying back and forth

(iv) regular salary

I am asking a lot, and I am asking if you could help find some way to authorise me to order materials to get paints and dyes, etc. up here into the area. 

Could you look at some way of me using a vehicle to get around e.g. P.W.D,

I don’t know whether someone could approach M.M.A. about a free return ticket or some sort of subsidy because it has cut into my money when I’ve had to fly. Flying takes out so much of the worry and I can get right into work when I arrive.

I didn't expect to get carried away writing this amount but I am very concerned about how I could possibly help the arts in this area and I am also concerned about bow fragile I am in this very unorthodox situation. I would very sincerely like some help to sort out the best people to approach so that my future might be a little clearer and stronger.

I wrote out my timetable on page two. 

Thanks for wading through this letter and if you could chase things up my most immediate need is for capital for getting stocks into the area, and access to a vehicle when I am in Derby and subsidised plane fare.

I hope you can help.

Yours sincerely,

                          Geoff Buchan

