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Author’s note

The Hunt clan offspring now number about two hundred and are scattered over a wide area of this continent. We have, collectively, visited every corner of Australia yet remain a very connected family. We sometimes don’t see each other for years but we are always aware of what is happening to other family members and where they are. We range in age from one to eighty-three years, and there are presently three of us in our eighties.

The nomadic influence of our heredity is strong in all aspects of our lives. While many of the men in our family have worked in a range of bush occupations, seasonal and otherwise, the Hunt women have also married men of a similar nature.

Despite the anguishes, heartbreaks and challenges over the years, we have moved with the times, integrated in society and accepted change, whilst always maintaining the spirit of our Aboriginality and our deep-rooted pride in our origins within this great land.



Harold Hunt

St Mary’s, New South Wales, 2006
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Memoirs from the Corner Country
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Memories of Nanna
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The most succinct way to describe Nanna is that she was proud of her people, her family, her achievements and herself. Everyone she met, including her opponents, admired her. There was a quiet strength and confidence about her, and a spiritual depth that drew people near.

As a child I liked to believe that I was her favourite. As an adult I came to realise that it was Nanna’s way of making everyone feel special.

Nanna was an imposing woman. She was large and dark, with silver hair that fell to her waist, and strong arms that nestled me into her bosom. Her scars bore testament to her physical adventures. A lump in her shoulder at the age of seventy-three came from the continual rebound of a twelve-gauge shotgun, and a .22 calibre bullet rested alongside her spine. Yet she remained the epitome of femininity and strength.

Nanna’s laughter still rings, her voice resonant. In the Aboriginal way it was the impression of what she said, not necessarily the words, that made you believe her and love her.

Family came first, a tradition that is still inherent through generations of our family. Her honesty, love and intelligence continue to live through us, her children.

Gail Hunt, youngest daughter of Harold and Nellie Hunt


To the memory of May Hunt and her family. Forever loved.
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One of the early Australian settlers was William Feilden Hamilton. His mother, Frances Eliza Feilden, was the fourth child of Sir William Feilden, First Baronet of Feniscowles, Lancashire, England.

On 2 April 1842, Frances Feilden married Andrew Hamilton, a merchant in Leith, Scotland. She was his third wife and they had seven children before he died in 1853.

William, or Bill as he was known, was born into this aristocratic Scottish family in Streatham, London, in 1849. He had four older sisters and two younger sisters. Bill was only four when his father died and he was unable to recall any memory of him. His mother, it was said, had little love for her son or boys in general, and was seen as a strict and harsh mother.

When he was old enough Bill was sent to school at Haileybury, but he became ill and was later sent to a tutor in Switzerland. For the next three years he did little other than to learn French fluently.

At the age of seventeen his mother sent him to Australia, paying £300 a year for him to be a cadet on a sheep station.

Bill found himself working on a station in the Corner Country in western New South Wales. He was an ambitious young man and it took him only a year to realise that he was doing all the hard work, while his employers were the ones being paid. He soon left and took up sheep droving.

Later Bill partnered up with Emil Geyer, who owned stores in Wentworth and Wilcannia, and together they took 250,000 acres of land in Malyangapa country between Yancannia and Wonnaminta. Emil became known as the ‘remittance man’ – putting up Bill’s share of the money for the property. Located about forty miles west of the little opal mining town of White Cliffs, the property was originally known as Mordent Station but later had its name changed to Morden.

Emil continued to operate his businesses, while Bill was left to run the station.





[image: image] Malyangapa country sits in a small area of the Corner Country. It extends from Milparinka to Lake Frome and its surrounds, to the head of Yancannia Creek in the east as well as to Mt Arrowsmith and then south to Mootwingee and Sturt Meadows. The Malyangapa people and their boundaries overlap other language groups, namely the Bandjigali, Wadigali and the Wiljali.

The Malyangapa people led a semi-nomadic life and moved through their country in seasonal cycles. They ate meats such as kangaroos, lizards, goannas, birds, emus and bandicoots, complemented by plants and seeds. Waterholes, soaks and springs were important as the country was dry and prone to drought. The waterholes were all named and well cared for.

The Malyangapa had no contact with white people until explorer Charles Sturt arrived in 1846. They were content to observe him and his adventurers, as they had already heard tales of strangers travelling through the area and not settling.

However, the pastoralists who followed in Sturt’s footsteps did settle and they introduced the sheep and cattle that would devastate the countryside and destroy the delicate relationship that the Malyangapa had held with the land for thousands of years.


The beginning
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Bill Hamilton began his new life on Mordent Station. He built his homestead beside a substantial waterhole which was topped up by a run-off from the gently sloping hills in the west.

Bill went to great lengths to manage his property – he talked with the remaining elderly Malyangapa stockmen who worked on neighbouring properties and learned from them. These stockmen were the traditional owners of the land that Mordent was on and they knew the country well. They spoke to Bill about the seasons and the fall of the land as well as about the stories that made up their country and the significance of certain areas to the men and the women. The old stockmen helped Bill understand Malyangapa country.

[image: image]

One day when Bill was out checking his property, his horse stumbled and fell, throwing him off and leaving him miles from home with a broken pelvis. He had no water and no means of communication. Although he knew his horse would eventually go home and be seen, there would be no way of knowing which direction it came from unless the horse was noticed arriving. There were many tracks around the homestead and yard from the constant flow of traffic.

It was a grim situation as Bill was exposed to the glare from the sun and heat off the land. He was at the mercy of marauding dingoes, pesky crows and ants, and the bush’s ability to exaggerate the most ethereal noises increased his anxiety. The hours dragged by and Bill, hoarse from shouting, strained for sounds that might signal help was at hand.

Drifting in and out of consciousness, he was finally awakened by a noise and he sensed a presence close by. Afraid to open his eyes, Bill held his breath and listened for a clue that would identify who or what his company was. Soon he was able to make out the language of the Malyangapa. He lay quietly as he didn’t know who they were or what their intentions might be.

The clattering of spears and boomerangs onto the stony earth was followed by the sound of feet padding towards him. Bill opened his eyes to the harshness of the sun and to faces he was unsure he wanted to see. He looked at the strangers and saw kindness.

The Malyangapa men spoke softly to each other, and water was produced in a possum-skinned bag and slowly administered to Bill. Eventually he was able to understand that they were going to carry him back to the homestead. He was lifted up, draped across the men’s shoulders and carried home over the rugged terrain.

At dusk back at the homestead, a rider set out for White Cliffs with a spare horse to bring out the local doctor. It was late before the doctor departed town with his bag of instruments and chloroform. While riding in the darkness the doctor’s horse stumbled and fell, breaking the bottle of chloroform and making the resetting of Bill’s pelvis an even more painful operation.


New culture
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During his period of incapacitation, Bill’s staff of cook, housekeeper and stockmen catered for his needs. His gratitude was conveyed to his rescuers and not long after he got well he took a Malyangapa wife and named her Fanny.

Fanny’s traditional name was only used when she was in the company of her own people. Her totem, the bony bream fish, could be found in the slow-moving rivers and waterholes around that area. The bream was considered a delicacy among her people.

Soon the unlikely couple celebrated the birth of their only child, Hannah. The young girl grew up learning the ways of both Aboriginal and European culture. She complemented her traditional skills, such as weaving reeds and string from the bark of certain trees into baskets and bags, with the European art of embroidery, knitting and crocheting. She learnt about European eating habits and was shown how to bake bread and cook stews and desserts on a fuel stove. Hannah also spent her time learning other domestic pursuits, such as mending clothes and washing and ironing.

Although Hannah never lived traditionally, she was not denied the pleasure of attending corroborees or playing with her Aboriginal brothers and sisters. As she grew older, pastoralist women like the squatters’ wives and governesses working on nearby stations took an interest in her and continued to teach her the many domestic jobs they had spent their own lives perfecting. Hannah was a quick and keen learner who was supported and encouraged by her family.
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Although Bill knew his family was settled, he had plans to move on. It was his intention to take Fanny and Hannah back with him to England for a time and then return with them and settle in New Zealand. He truly believed his family and friends would accept his wife and daughter.

Bill’s plans had never been acceptable to Fanny. The distant lands made it clear that it meant leaving her people forever. She knew that her husband would take great care of her and Hannah, but it would mean being disconnected from her family, her community and her spiritual values and associations. Her traditional country was her lifeblood and what she knew. All that she had been taught and valued was tied to the earth. Bill was an honest and kind man but his plans sparked fear in her heart. Fanny had seen many children being taken away by drovers, graziers and the government and most were never heard of again.

Bill was used to Fanny going away on hunting excursions or attending ceremonies. Her absences were never frowned upon or worried about. However, soon after discussing the move, Fanny went away with Hannah and Bill knew there was a difference. He realised that Fanny and his daughter were never coming back.

Bill saddled his horse and for two weeks he rode over the countryside, his feelings fluctuating between hope and despair. With no luck locating his family, Bill approached one of the elders who told him why the union had ended and why they wouldn’t be found. Fanny had chosen a life that she understood. The news devastated him.
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Earlier, in 1882, after Bill had successfully established Mordent and the breeding of its sheep, he had been offered £60,000 – a sum he refused at the time. Now, after three years of drought and the disintegration of his family, Bill walked off without a penny and Emil Geyer’s investment was lost.



Back to country
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Fanny took Hannah back to her people and it was not long before Fanny married a young man named Cobham Tommy Williams. Hannah quickly settled into her new life and because she had enough skill in English she was able to share her knowledge with the other children.

[image: image] In the early days of settlement, it was an unspoken rule that Aboriginal people be given the name of their employer, usually with the name of the station added. ‘Cobliam Tommy’ was derived from Tommy growing up and working on Cobliam Station – a neighbour to the Hamilton property – for a man named Williams. It was not unusual to meet brothers with different surnames. This did not interfere with their traditional names or obligations – it just kept the boss man happy.

A child was soon born to Tommy and Fanny, a little boy christened Gilbert but known to all as Dinjo. With two children and a husband to care for, Fanny spent her time in the camp, going on hunting trips and caring for her children. She left the jobs of cooking and house work to the younger, single girls whom she had trained during her days as Bill Hamilton’s wife.

Both Tommy and Fanny could see that the European culture and lifestyle was going to have a big effect on their lives and that their children had to be informed. This was not too difficult. Tommy and Fanny had long been exposed to the language and habits of the Europeans. Their children were comfortable in both worlds and were in demand as station staff – Hannah as cook and housemaid, and Dinjo as stockman. As they became adults these skills enabled them to move around the countryside.
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Dinjo was a forward-thinking young man who took advantage of opportunities. He was fully initiated into traditional Aboriginal law and he had a strong spiritual grounding.

One of the attractions for young Aboriginal men during this time was the enticement to go to war. World War One had begun and Dinjo, along with a few of his mates, was impressed by the uniforms and the stories being told by the men who had enlisted. It all sounded exciting – not only was there a trip overseas but there were adventures they had never dreamt about. So Dinjo enlisted into the armed services.

It was soon discovered that he was a ‘full-blood’ as well as being an initiated man. In those days full-bloods could not be accepted into the armed services and Dinjo was discharged. It was a huge blow. He had already commenced training in the Light Horse Brigade so that he could work with horses, and he had looked resplendent in his uniform.

However, Dinjo did not give up and made inquiries about other services. He was soon accepted into the South Australian police force as a tracker. All went well until he tracked down a criminal who turned out to be a member of that service. That incident cost Dinjo his job and was a tough moment in his young life. He felt he could not win.

Dinjo made the decision to return to the life of a stockman and bush worker, which meant that he was with family and back in a lifestyle he’d known from childhood.


Fate
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It was the hand of fate that brought Hannah Hamilton’s future husband into her life. Like Hannah, Jack Quayle had a white father and an Aboriginal mother. He took a contract to break in a number of horses on the station where Hannah was working and they saw each other on a daily basis. Jack usually went to the workers’ dining room for his meals – a privilege not available to the ‘station blacks’, as the initiated men were referred to. After a while, it seemed natural they would marry.

Hannah sought the permission of her family and elders before going ahead with the wedding, and it was with their support that she married Jack Quayle in a little church in the village of Milparinka, twenty-five miles south of the township of Tibooburra. The union was seen by all to be the beginning of a happy life.

[image: image] Milparinka sits on the south-eastern fringe of the Simpson Desert on a stony ridge above a mile-long waterhole. It lies between the rocky outcrops and gibber plains of the west and the softer brown loam and red sandhill country of the east. This lake country is traditional Malyangapa country. Small creeks and the mighty Bulla River top up the lakes to maintain a permanent water supply.
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The young couple were in demand throughout the Corner Country. While Jack enjoyed the travelling and the lifestyle, he also planned for the future. He saw the need for more water throughout the area as many
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