Putting the pieces back together

Trevor Ah Hang, project supervisor, Bringing Them Home Project

| nluly 1998 the National Archives of
Australia was allocated $2 million
over four years to index, copy and
preserve thousands of files on Indig-
enous peoples to make them more
readily accessible. It established the
Bringing Them Home Name Indexing
Project, which comprises a team of in-
dexers who are preparing an index of
all Aboriginal names listed in Com-
monwealth Government records.

History

The Commonwealth Government's de-
cision to provide funding for this
project was part of its response to the
Bringing Them Home report. The re-
port followed the National Inquiry into
the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islanders from their Families
which produced a series of recommen-
dations to address issues related to Aus-

tralia's Indigenous peoples.
Recommendation 22a stated:
That all government record

agencies be funded as a matter
of urgency by the relevant gov-
ernment to preserve and index
records relating to Indigenous
individuals, families and/or
communities and records relat-
ing to all children, Indigenous
or otherwise, removed from
their families for any reason.

As the majority of relevant records
in the National Archives were held in
Darwin and Canberra, teams were es-
tablished in those cities first, at the end
of 1998. Melbourne joined the team in
early 2000.

Objective

The primary objective was to index as
many names of Indigenous people,
places and groups as possible given
time and money restrictions but, in ac-
cordance with the wishes of the North-
ern Territory Advisory Group, was not
to prepare another dossier on the Indig-
enous peoples. This was to give us a
useful, searchable database, accessible
to Indigenous Australians looking to
'link up' with their families and com-
munities.

Location of records

Most of the Archives records on Indig-
enous peoples are located in Canberra,
Darwin and Melbourne. They are pri-
marily about people from the Northern
Territory and Victoria, and the develop-
ment of Commonwealth government
policies on Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander affairs.
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Until the 1967 referen-
dum, the Commonwealth had
responsibility for indigenous
affairs only in the territories.
State governments were re-
sponsible for Aboriginal af-
fairs in their jurisdictions and
created and maintained most
government records relating
to those affairs. The National
Archives has more recent
records for all States because
in 1968 the Constitution was
amended to pass the power to
legislate for Aboriginal people
from the States to the Com-
monwealth.

In 1975 the Victorian State
Government legislated to
transfer responsibility for Abo-
riginal affairs and associated
records to the Common-
wealth. Those records, some
dating as far back as 1860, are
now held in the Melbourne
office of the National Ar-
chives.

The Canberra and Darwin
offices of National Archives
hold records about indig-
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PROPOSAL

At the June, 1966 Meeting of the Society, a motion »aa
assed "That this Society undertake an Expedition to Baffles Bay,
in an endeavour to locate the British Settlement of Port Wellington,
and that the organisation he left in the hands of the Council and an
approach be made to local business houses to sponsor tha project”.

Business houses were approached, and all stores and aedioal
supplies that wore needed were supplied free of cost to the Society.
B.P. Australia, Ltd. provided all the nsoessary petrol at no charge.

I't was necessary to obtain pornits to enter restricted
areas and these were obtained from the Primary Industries Branch for
tha Murgonella and Cobourg Peninsular Wildlife Sanctuaries, the
Welfare Branch for the Arhem lend Reserve and the Ciairch Missionary
Society to enter Oenpelli Mission

It was poseible tc obtain only two private vehicles of the
type needed for the rigours of the overland Journey and these were
provided by Mr. AN. Wilson end Mr. F. Astell, both members of the
Society. Again, due to the amount of otoro3, equipment, water and
fuels it was necessary to take, the number of the party was
restricted. Messrs. J. Morris, J.L. Richardson and P.G, Spillett
together with Mr. Wilson and Mr. Astell comprised the party.

Col. £. fulford, Commanding Offioer, K.T. Commend, provided tha
services of two of hie experienced, man to accompany the expedition-,
in their own vehicle which wae radio equipped. They were W/ Ron
Bolton and Corporal D. Stewart. Cpl. Stewart had been in the area
the previous year when be and other Army personnel went to Smith
Point, and hie knowledge and experience was invaluable. WA Bolton
kept us in Radio contact with Darwin and both be and Cpl. Stewart
in the lead vehicle bore the brunt of the hard work and rigours of
the Journey

I't was necessary tc have a dump of petrol at Osnpelll and
this was taken care of through the kindness of Mr. V.
Miss T. O'Heill and Mr. W Parsons.

Saturday August 20th, 1966 was deoided upon as the day
the expedition would start and preparations were made accordingly.
Stores and equipment were got together and a number of meetings
were hold by tho members of the party to discuss the project and
iron out the problems as they arose. Valuable assistance was
provided by the members of the Forestry and Timber lhireau in
providing aooeea to aerial photographs and mope of the area and
information as to conditions of tho track, creek crossings, oto
Fortunately for the Expedition a party of the Forestry and Timber
Bureau had a few weeks previously gone overland to Mount Norris Bay,
to their new settlement at fault Lagoon, and had openod up the track
and this saved the Society's party a possiblo further two days in
locating and following a barely discernible trank.

At a moating of the Expedition party, Mr. Rick Wilson-
was elected as Lewier. Mr. Wilson is a Surveyor with the Lands
and Surveys Branch, and a man of wide bush experience.

It is interesting to note that it is to a men of the
same name, Dr. T.B* Wilson, that we are indebted for information
as to the location of Fort Wellington, and which mode our task
loss difficult. Dr. Wilson, who was Surgeon ikiporintendent on a

enous peoples in the Northern
Territory dating back to 1911.

Identifying the records

A 'primary source' is a source that con-
tains Indigenous names and originates>
from an agency whose primary con-
cern was Indigenous peoples of Aus-
tralia. A 'secondary source' is a source
(although it may not have originated
from an agency that dealt primarily
with Indigenous matters) whose title in-
dicates that it might reasonably be ex-
pected to contain Indigenous material.
Due to the diverse nature of the series
held by different Archives offices, vary-
ing methodologies have been used to
select record series for indexing.

Darwin

Darwin's primary series have been
found to contain a lot of information
relevant to Indigenous people but due
to the nature of these files, this informa-
tion has not been easily accessible. A
Memorandum of Understanding was
reached between the National Archives
of Australia, the Central Australian
Aboriginal Child Care  Agency
(CAACCA), the Karu Aboriginal and Is-
lander Child Care Agency, and repre-
sentatives of the Northern Territory
stolen generation to provide better ac-
cess to Commonwealth records.
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An example of a thermal copy from a 1967 file,
typical of the thousands of folios we examine.

Canberra

Agencies based in Canberra have been
identified and their functions analysed.
Relevant file series have been recorded
and selected. File lists and control
records were checked for item control
symbols. Records relating to Territorial
functions were identified and keywords
used to filter files by their titles. At the
same time, reference officers and other
Archives staff have often alerted the
Bringing Them Home indexing team to
relevant files discovered during their
daily work.

Melbourne

Many of Melbourne's relevant records
were listed in My heart is breaking, a
guide to records about Aboriginal peo-
ple, published in 1993 by the Public
Record Office of Victoria and the Aus-
tralian Archives, Victorian Regional Of-
fice. Further material has been raised
by reference officers and from inquiries
by the Victorian Museum, which led to
investigations into Indigenous soldiers
serving in World War 1.

Other States
Adelaide has index cards from the Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander Com-
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mission, which were identified for the
indexing team with the co-operation of
the Adelaide staff. Perth, Sydney and
Brisbane offices have also helped to
identify their relevant records.

Where we are at

In Canberra we have completed many
of the primary sources and we are now
looking at secondary sources as well as
files from states other than the Northern
Territory and Victoria. In Darwin the
primary source is one series that is
large enough to require ail the avail-
able resources to index it. In Mel-
bourne, it seems that we will be able to
complete the primaries and commence
a review of other records.

Where are we going?

As we approach the last funded year of
the project we must look to the future, to
ask what are our options in light of what
we have achieved and what may remain.

If at this stage, it appears that there
are strong arguments, we would look to
continue the project. Completing the data
entry phase, investigating to ensure that
the finer details are not overlooked and

Canberra Bringing Them Home indexing team: Back row (I-r):Cheryl
Griffiths; Philippa Scarlett; Di Molnar; Glynis Vickery; Manik Datar. Front
row (hr): Trevor Ah Hang; DrJim Stokes; Vince Burns

moving towards the development of a
useful and useable interface, searchable
and user friendly, to disseminate the in-
dexed information. Unlike the Sydney
Harbour Bridge which is painted from
one end to the other and then started all
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over again, it would be unreasonable to
expect further funding to go back over
the material already examined. This op-
portunity may not come again and it
would be frustrating to fall short of the
finish, being so close. L

in the Library, Information,
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Luisa Jefford or Anna Acland on 020 7251

5522 on your arrival or

19


http://www.tfpl.com
mailto:recruitment@tfpl.com

