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Foreword

I first met Stephen by chance in Albuquerque in 1974 when he was planning on
going to Maningrida to undertake the research for his Ph.D. I suggested Milingimbi
as an alternative and promised that I would assist him to get the necessary approvals
as well as providing accommodation through the school. That was the start of our
46-year friendship. During my own Ph.D. research years at Lajamanu, Stephen was
a great support, writing a regular flow of encouraging letters with practical advice.
During my years at Batchelor we saw each other quite often and I came to better
appreciate Stephen’s wide-ranging interests, particularly those focused on the rural
life. Tamworth, therefore, seemed to me to be the ideal place for him to retire to.
Retirement, however, proved not to be easy for Stephen but something closer to the
trials of Job as he battled with various chronic illnesses. Undergirding everything
in his life was his unshakeable faith and this never faltered. Stephen really was a
remarkable person.

David McClay



Preface

Stephen Harris began his long association with Kriol speakers in Australia’s Northern
Territory as a child in Angurugu and Ngukurr. This continued at Gunbalanya when he
was a young man, working as a cattle station manager and buffalo shooter alongside
such remarkable stockmen as Tom Thompson. Later, as an adviser and scholar, he
never forgot those links. So it is entirely fitting that Terry Ngarritjan Kessaris should
refer to Stephen as Katriman blanga melabat (‘our countryman’). In response, the
other editors and I have used her inclusive Kriol phrase in the book’s title to honor
that connection.

From start to finish, this book has been a collaborative effort. Perhaps unusually
for a scholarly work, it was conceived as a joint project involving Stephen Harris’s
family, friends, colleagues, and students. While the book begins with reminiscences,
it builds to a more critical, analytical, and contextual perspective. Itis, however, based
on research throughout: whether formal postgraduate theses (such as Fry, Chap. 22)
or family documents (as in the chapters by Harris family members). While the book
is focused primarily on an Australian context, the global relevance of its main themes
should also be apparent.

The book has been loosely organised into three parts. The first provides an
overview of the life and work of Stephen Harris. The second documents the influence
of his work, particularly with respect to bilingual-bicultural education. The third set
of chapters touch on some related topics prompted by Stephen’s written work or his
other interests.

When particular Aboriginal languages have been mentioned, some care has been
taken to include the most common spellings. The Ethnologue was used as a guide,
on occasion; for example, when constructing the index entry for languages such as
Murrinh-patha (Murrinhpatha, Murrinh-Patha).

vii



viii Preface

Dr. Joy Kinslow-Harris recently asked me:

Do you think it comes through—from my and Jonathan and Jane’s writings—that Stephen’s
life was ‘giving God the glory’ and not seeking acclaim? I’ve been using his Bible for
devotions and the underlining from his own use is over and over the majesty of God” and the
wisdom of ‘letting Him direct our path’. On the big and little scale, we saw over and over
how God had the bilingual programme in mind for the Aboriginal communities and I hope
that’s coming through.

I leave it to the reader to judge whether this aspect of Stephen Harris’s life does
‘come though’, as Joy wondered. I think it does.

Darwin, NT, Australia Brian Clive Devlin
brian.devlin@cdu.edu.au
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Short Timeline

Stephen George Harris (7 March, 1942—10 August, 2020)

1942, March 7

1944

1949

1950-53

1952
1953

Stephen was born in Coledale, New South Wales (NSW), to
Dick and Nell Harris.

In October he and his brother, Wilfred, were taken to Angu-
rugu, Groote Eylandt when their parents transferred there
(Harris and Kinslow-Harris, 1998, p. 53). He lived there until
he was seven. When not doing his schooling by correspon-
dence he ‘played with Aboriginal children down the river’
(Harris, 2003, p. 2).

In June Stephen moved with his parents to the Roper River
Mission at Ngukurr. His love of horses and cattle work dates
from this early childhood period. ‘As soon as they could hold
the reins, their dad had the Harris children on horseback. The
mustering crew at Roper would ask if 6 year old Stephen could
join them, and much to his glee his dad said yes’ (Joy Kinslow-
Harris, Chap. 2). As leprosy and hook worm were prevalent
there, Stephen was kept apart from the community (Harris and
Kinslow-Harris, 1998, p. 66). He continued his schooling by
correspondence at Ngukurr.

After being taken south by his parents on a two-month road
trip in a three-ton Canadian Chevrolet Blitz, he stayed with his
Aunt Helen and Uncle Geoff at Weerona, Wee Waa in north-
west NSW. Stephen loved his time there and regarded it as his
second home (Harris and Kinslow-Harris, 1998, p. 68; Harris,
2003, p. 7).

Stephen attended Wee Waa Central School.

Stephen and his brother Wilfred left Wee Waa and moved
back in with their parents at Gerringong (Harris and Kinslow-
Harris, 1998, p. 71).

xi



xii

1954-1955

1955-60

1961-3
1964, February

1966

1966-1969

1969-1970

1970-1971

1972-1974

1975-1976

1977

1978-1981

1982-1985

1987

1988

Short Timeline

Stephen’s father was assigned to the parish of Pitt Town, on
the Hawkesbury River, north-west of Sydney, so the family
lived there.

Stephen attended Trinity Grammar, Sydney. Christmas 1959
was spent with his parents at Angurugu. On 18 August 1960
his parents were sent by the Church Missionary Society (CMS)
back to Oenpelli.

B.A., University of Sydney.

Stephen went to Oenpelli on a short-term assignment, while
his parents completed their last years of service for the CMS.
Stephen was assigned to do stockwork (Harris and Kinslow-
Harris, 1998, p. 80; Harris, 2003, p.18). It was there, at
Oenpelli, that he met Joy Kinslow (see Chap. 2). Stephen
recalled later that ‘unlike me, Joy saw a crucial future in
Aboriginal languages’ (Harris, 2003, p. 23).

Stephen and Joy were married at Wiseman’s Ferry by
Stephen’s father.

After teaching at The King’s School, Sydney, until October
1966, Stephen worked as a Research Officer in the Aboriginal
Welfare Section, Department of the Interior.

Stephen was employed in the buffalo meat industry at Oenpelli
and, partnering with Gulbirrbirr Djorlom, who acted as spotter,
would regularly shoot 15 buffalo bulls a day for that enterprise
(Harris, 2003, p. 27).

Short-term assignment, Village Literacy project, Wycliffe
Bible Translators/SIL, PNG.

Ph.D. studies, University of New Mexico (UNM), Albu-
querque, USA.

In March 1975, after a delay of two months because of a
cyclone which had demolished most of Darwin, Stephen began
his Ph.D. research at Milingimbi.

Ph.D. dissertation submission, UNM, Albuquerque.

Senior Education Adviser—Anthropology, Northern Territory
Division of the Commonwealth Department of Education.
In 1980 an abridged version of Stephen’s Ph.D. thesis was
published as Culture and learning. This proved to be a very
influential publication.

Principal Education Officer Bilingual, NT Department of
Education. In Easter 1985 Stephen’s father died at the age
of 84.

Research Fellow in Education, Flinders University, South
Australia.

Senior Lecturer, Aboriginal Teacher Education, Batchelor
College.



Short Timeline xiii

1989-91 Senior Lecturer in Aboriginal Education and Applied Linguis-
tics, Faculty of Education, Northern Territory University.

1992, 2nd semester  Study leave in Canada and the United States.

1992-1997 Reader, Faculty of Education, Northern Territory University

1997 Stephen retired and moved with Joy to Tamworth, NSW, close
to the family farm at Barraba. Stephen relished the countryside
in northern inland NSW, as it was familiar to him from his Wee
Waa childhood. He also wanted to be near his mother in her
old age. At “Wongala’ he happily joined his brothers in cattle
and sheep work and spent plenty of time with his nieces and
nephews. He was able to pursue his passion for acquiring and
breeding Australian Stock Horses.

2000 Stephen’s mother died in April at the age of 96.

2020, August 10 Stephen passed away in Tamworth, NSW, after a long illness.

References
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Chapter 1
Introduction: An Overview of the Life Geda
of Stephen Harris

Jane Harris

Abstract This chapter is an overview of Stephen Harris’s life from his early years
in Angurugu and Ngukurr, Northern Territory (NT), and Wee Waa, New South Wales
(NSW), to retirement in the Tamworth area, NSW. Primarily, it is about Stephen’s
early influences, both the places and people, written from the perspective of his
niece. Stephen’s parents, Dick and Nell, were large figures in Stephen’s life, as
were his paternal uncle, Geoff Harris, and Geoff’s wife, Helen. Dick, a farmer, and
Nell, a teacher, were missionaries in the Northern Territory. The communities they
lived and worked in were integral parts of Stephen’s life. Arnhem Land had huge
personal significance for Stephen as did the NSW northern inland, particularly Wee
Waa, Barraba and Tamworth. Farming, cattle work, and horses remained an enduring
passion for Stephen for the duration of his life. These were part of his growing up
years in the NT, and at the family farm in Wee Waa, and always remained important
to him. Harris family stories of adventurousness, loyalty, hard physical work, and
strong mindedness influenced Stephen’s character. Stephen was also influenced by
his mother, whose attributes as an educator, story-teller, and natural historian he
shared. In 1969 Stephen deliberately chose a life of work in Aboriginal education,
as working with Aboriginal people was one of his greatest interests.

Keywords Stephen Harris + Arnhem land - North-west New South Wales - Dick
Harris - Nell Harris - Joy Harris - Aboriginal education

Stephen Harris was two years old before he could be hoisted up on his father’s
shoulder to view the world. His world at that time was Angurugu on Groote Eylandt on
Australia’s northern coast, his parents, Dick and Nell, and his older brother, Wilfred.
His older brothers, David and Jim, had been sent to boarding school in Sydney,
and his younger sister Barbara had not yet been born. Angurugu was the place of
Stephen’s earliest awareness. Stephen often talked about the Aboriginal memories
from his first eight years of life being powerfully embedded in his consciousness
(Harris, 2003, p. 56) (Fig. 1.1).

J. Harris ()
Barraba, NSW, Australia

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2022 3
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Fig. 1.1 Stephen with big
brother Wilfred taking their
toy boat down to the river at
Groote Eylandt

Also ingrained in Stephen’s consciousness was a passion for cattle, horses, and
farming. He loved soil and trees and country. He loved saddles and bridles. These
lifelong passions arose in the two different contexts of Arnhem Land, Northern
Territory (NT), and Wee Waa, New South Wales (NSW). Stephen said of himself,
‘Aboriginal education has been a motivating cause and a highly fulfilling career
which I'm relieved that I took, but it never surpassed the dream of being a breeder of
cattle and horses, or more accurately, of being a steward of a farming environment’
(Harris, 2003, p. 34).

This chapter, while an overview, is primarily about Stephen’s early influences,
both the places and people. Parents Dick and Nell were large figures in Stephen’s
life, as were his paternal uncle, Geoff Harris, and Geoff’s wife, Helen. The two areas
of Australia with huge personal significance to Stephen were the New South Wales
northern inland and Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory.

Stephen Harris was born in 1942 to parents who worked as missionaries with the
Church Missionary Society in Arnhem Land. Stephen’s life-work was education and
anthropology across cultures, particularly in Australian indigenous communities. He
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worked in the Northern Territory Education Department, Batchelor College, and later
at the NT University, preparing teachers to work with Aboriginal children. Stephen
was my uncle, the younger brother of my father, Jim.

Stephen’s father, Dick, was a dairy farmer at Wee Waa before he became a
missionary. Stephen’s mother, Nell, was a primary school teacher, whose ambi-
tions to be a single headmistress altered when she married Dick at the age of 29.
Nell’s missionary life started at Oenpelli with her husband. Her work included
spontaneously beginning the work of translating English into Kunwinjku there in
1937.

Stephen got on very well with his mother and also admired her deeply. She was an
unusual person. Ellen Tansley, called Nell, was born in 1904 in Sydney. When she was
10, Nell came home from school to find her mother had died in childbirth. She and her
elder sister, Anne, then largely took care of the household of six children, including
the newborn. Nell describes their home in the southern Sydney suburb of Carlton as
being boisterous and easy-going. She was always aware that she was different from
her family. Nell was a highly energetic and academic person. She did very well at
school, and later university, and set her sights on spinsterhood and being a school
headmistress. Nell was ambitious for herself. I believe her main motivation was to
be able to support her family, rather than holding a prestigious position. There was
an authentic humility about her. She said of herself, ‘I think because of my home
background—we didn’t have a book in the house, and no one ever read—I never
had tickets on myself’ (Harris and Harris, 1998, p. 3). Later her husband received
several significant recognitions of his life’s achievements (including an MBE), and
she received none. It did not seem to even cross her mind that this was an oversight.

Nell met Dick Harris during her first teaching stint in Wee Waa in 1926. She
occasionally told me, over making scones or fruitcake or other sorts of household
chores, that she had never had any intention to marry. She said the Holy Spirit
caused her to marry Dick. But she believed she and Dick were well-matched and she
had not regretted marriage. After they married in 1933, she accompanied Dick to
Oenpelli. Nell’s working life was mostly on the mission. A lot of her work involved
feeding people and managing the workings of a household. She ‘taught primary-aged
Kunwinjku children in the mornings, taught some teenagers and women’s sewing
groups in the afternoons, provided meals for any single staff members, looked after
the clothes, [and] entertained any visitors’ (Harris, 2003, p. 45). Nell remained a
teacher throughout her working life, before and after marriage. Teaching was her
vocation.

Nell had become a Christian at Teachers College and she had a deep and enduring
faith, including a belief in the miraculous and that God answers prayer. To her, Jesus
was a real, living person, part of her every day. She would say earnestly, ‘Jesus is
alive you know’. I'd reply, ‘I know’. But, of course, some she told would be a bit
startled and embarrassed. She did not care. Stephen had the same deep faith that his
mother and father had, throughout his whole life.

Stephen said his memories of his mother from his childhood were of warmth,
acceptance, patience and unselfish love, sometimes resignation, often reading books
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together, occasional hysteria from exhaustion, and always working (Harris, 2003,
p. 43).

Stephen’s father, George Richmond Harris, called Dick, was born in 1901. He
grew up on dairy farms in Casino, the family later expanding to growing sheep,
wheat, and beef. His middle name was for the Richmond River that flows through
the Casino district. When he was 10, Dick’s family moved to Wee Waa and Narrabri,
where they raised sheep. All six children worked in the family enterprise, and they
worked hard. Stephen described his father as ‘capable, hard-working and ambitious’
(Harris, 2003, p. 45). Dick did not finish primary school because of the demands of
the family farm. But Nell described the Harrises as a family of readers, noting that
they would read the Bible and the Oxford Dictionary if there was nothing else.

In his mid-twenties, Dick became a Christian. He went to Croydon Bible College
in Sydney and planned to do overseas missionary work in Borneo. The Church
Missionary Society thought his farming experience made him a good fit for Oenpelli,
an Aboriginal mission which was also a cattle station, and where most of the food
had to be grown on site.

Dick began his first term in Oenpelli in 1929 as a single man, returning down south
in 1933 for a break and to marry Nell. They married in the evening so Dick’s relations
would be less self-conscious, because of their poor garments. Nell observed, when
he returned from Oenpelli prior to the wedding, that he was so tired that he could
barely talk. She said, ‘After you’ve lived in Oenpelli yourself under those conditions,
you realise why’ (Harris and Harris, 1998, p. 9).

Dick had grown up in a strict home. He was taught not to question authority.
Throughout his life Dick was a highly disciplined person who ran on a strict schedule,
right until the end. Stephen said, ‘If Mum was a talker, Dad was not...his language
was action. He was physically powerful, tough and courageous. ..indifferent to money
and materialism’ (Harris, 2003, p. 5).

Dick and Nell’s life involved considerable hardships. At Oenpelli, their first home
was a bark hut, the last shack from Paddy Cahill’s time, standing next to a mango
tree. Paddy Cahill, his wife Maria, and his business partner William Johnston had
settled in that spot in 1906 and established a farm to grow cotton, fruit, vegetables,
and other products. Dick and Nell’s worldly goods were not much more than a pair
of stretcher beds, mosquito gauze, and two cane chairs. The cane chairs, wedding
presents, were allowed by the shipping company to be used during the voyage up
north. Later they lived in a 60-by-30-foot, unlined, corrugated iron, Sydney Williams
house. Throughout their career, their homes were basic and sometimes unfinished.

There was no sense from Dick and Nell that their lifestyle was one of self-sacrifice.
Nell said she felt she always just fitted in at Oenpelli. There were two supply deliveries
ayear, everything else had to be grown locally. The nearest hospital was 300 km away
on an impassable route. The mission needed to grow its own food and mill its own
timber.

Health was precious. Antibiotics were not available until the 1940s. Nell talks
about the sense of relief when sulphur drugs arrived. Nell provided medical treatment
when needed, in the absence of anyone else to do it. This included nursing the
community through a measles epidemic at Roper River just before Christmas 1949,
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with the help of two Aboriginal boys who had had the disease before. Nell was in
Arnhem Land for 22 years over a 32-year period (1933—41, 1944-50, 1958-65).
Dick was in Arnhem Land for 30 years over a 36-year period (1929-52, 1958-65).

Stephen’s paternal uncle, Geoff, and his wife Helen at Wee Waa were also an
integral part of Stephen’s growing up. Dick and Nell both had supportive brothers
and sisters who did a lot for them and their children. The relationships were recip-
rocal, if occasionally uncomfortable. The siblings provided practical support to each
other, including sharing savings when they were poor themselves. There was family
connectedness and deep loyalty between them. Stephen spent much of his first 20
years living with Uncle Geoff and Aunty Helen and their two daughters at Wee Waa
in New South Wales. Stephen felt this was his childhood home, attributing some of
that feeling to the fact that his family had been farming there since 1910.

Uncle Geoff and Aunty Helen made a scant living at Wee Waa from two small
farms, Runnymede and Weerona. Weerona, which has the deep black soil the area is
known for, is bound by the Namoi River on two sides. It is dotted with old River
Red Gums and Coolibah trees. Runnymede, on the edge of the Pilliga, has deep red
soil, box trees, and Cyprus pine and looks out at the Nandewar Ranges including Mt
Kaputar. I mention the soil, trees, and shape of the landscape because these were all
important to Stephen.

The properties where Stephen’s parents and brothers, Jim and Wilfred, lived later
on, from the 1970s, looked at Mt Kaputar from the other (eastern) side. The Wee Waa
and Barraba farms were important to Uncle Stephen, not just as the places where his
family lived, but also for the country. This part of New South Wales around Kaputar,
Gomeroi country, also called the North West Slopes and Plains, remained important
to Stephen the whole of his life.

Stephen was born in Coledale, south of Wollongong, just a month after the
Japanese bombing of Darwin in 1942. His mother Nell had been required to evacuate
from the Territory ahead of the anticipated Japanese invasion. Dick returned to the
Territory when Stephen was six weeks old. Nell took Stephen and her three older
boys, David, Jim, and Wilfred, to live at Wee Waa with her Harris relatives. Her
husband Dick remained at Groote Eylandt for the remainder of the war. Nell and the
children lived with both Dick’s sister, Mary, and husband Charl Collett at Weerona,
and at Runnymede with Geoff and Helen for a lot of this period.

Collective living and mutual support were conspicuous for his parents’ generation.
My father, Stephen’s brother Jim, told me that the Harris family got through the
depression and its aftermath by pulling together and sharing resources, and also
through having the Wee Waa farms, where they could live almost self-sufficiently.

Picking up the timeline in October 1944, when Stephen was two, Nell was able to
return to the Territory to join her husband at Angurugu on the west coast of Groote
Eylandt. She took Stephen with her and his brother, Wilfred. Stephen was two and
a half by then, and his father had last seen him as a six-week-old infant. The older
brothers, David and Jim, had been sent to board at Trinity Grammar School in Sydney.

Stephen had many powerful recollections of life at Angurugu. Some were about
playing in the crystal-clear Angurugu River above the crossing with his brother
Wilfred in a small dugout canoe given to them by an old Anindilyakawa man. This
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river features in both the private memoirs of Stephen and his mother as being a place
of great happiness. Their home had no bathroom, so every evening Dick and Nell
took the children to bathe in the river with them. ‘That walk to the river in the cool
of the evening remains one of the happiest experiences of my life’, Stephen’s mother
recalled (Harris and Harris, 1998, p. 56).

Stephen also spoke and wrote about the people he knew at Angurugu. He wrote
about a man called Old Charlie, who was a woodcutter for the mission house. ‘He
let me spend hours watching him cut wood or make spears. He never rushed. One
day I was playing with one of Charlie’s very sharp shovel-nosed spears, the large
knife-like head...and cut myself badly across the ankle. Charlie fitted a blade of grass
into the cut to stop the bleeding and calmly carried me home to Mum. All my life
I’ve looked at that scar with affection as I put on my socks’ (Harris, 2003, p. 3).

When Stephen was seven, the family moved to Roper River (Ngukurr), a very
different landscape and community. The family now included a baby sister, Barbara.
At Ngukurr, Stephen had two horses to keep him occupied in the absence of anyone
to play with, as Wilfred had been sent to school in Sydney. He said, ‘My head is
full of childhood horses’ names and that began at Roper: Jimmie, Kitty, Roadman,
Stormbird, Splinter, Murderer and so on’ (Harris, 2003, p. 6). Later, in his youth,
Stephen had a horse named Bet Bet in Wee Waa, and there were also many horses
significant to him at Wee Waa and later at Oenpelli. I remember that Stephen could
always enjoy a conversation with his father, brothers, and sister about horses they
had known.

Stockmen he had observed and admired were an important part of Stephen’s
memories; for example, Sam Thompson, who was head stockman at Ngukurr.
Stephen also remembered Tom Thompson, Douglas Daniels, and Roger Rogers.
They were each highly esteemed by Stephen. Skilled stock handling was high in his
value system. Jonathan Harris talks more about Tom Thompson in Chapter 5 of this
book.

When Stephen was nine, he and his family traveled back to Wee Waa in a three-
ton Chevrolet Blitz truck, a journey of around two months. Stephen then lived with
Geoff and Helen Harris at Wee Waa, where he finished his primary schooling and
later joined his older brothers at Trinity Grammar School. Stephen was not to live in
the Territory again, except for summer holidays, until 1963—1964, when he returned
to work at Oenpelli, principally to spend time with his parents.

Geoff Harris was Dick’s older brother. Geoff was a political type of man, interested
in news and world affairs. He was actually a reluctant farmer who had wanted to be
a mechanical engineer. He had a lanky frame and a laconic type of personality. His
easy-going nature was a strong contrast to that of Dick, Stephen’s father. Stephen
recalled that he often had ‘meaningful but one-sided conversations in which Uncle
would express a sense of helpless rage. What upset him more than anything else was
alack of integrity’ (Harris, 2003, p. 14). Two other things that could enrage him were
Bob Menzies and a milk jug that would not pour cleanly.

Geoff’s philosophies about the world and machinery became part of Stephen’s.
Stephen always drove around corners in an idiosyncratic way (when there was no



1 Introduction: An Overview of the Life of Stephen Harris 9

2

Fig. 1.2 Trinity College, Sydney, 1960. Stephen Harris is sitting in the front row, holding the ball

traffic about) because Uncle Geoff had said it gave you more wear on the tires. It
was pretty annoying as a passenger.

Helen Harris had been a nursing sister who had trained with Stephen’s aunt, Agnes
Harris. Helen lived a simple life of work and of prayer on the farm. Stephen said he
never had a tense moment with Aunty Helen and described the level of peace and
harmony in their household as remarkable. Stephen said her main vocation seemed
to be loving people. I remember an elegant, willowy woman in her eighties making
us feel at home during a family visit.

Stephen learned a great deal about farming, housework, and sheer hard work at
Wee Waa. He also said he learnt ‘that if you roll up a double page of the Queensland
Country Life and tease a huntsman spider with it he will jump on you from two yards
away and scare you witless’ (Harris, 2003, p. 9).

Stephen wept uncontrollably when he was told at the age of ten that he was leaving
Geoff and Helen’s. He went on to board at Trinity Grammar School in Sydney for his
high school education with his older brothers. He enjoyed a lot about school there,
benefiting from the protection and sporting prowess of his brothers. He followed
his brother Jim on to the University of Sydney, where he studied Arts. His career
intention after graduating was to teach at a high school, which he did do for a year
at The King’s School in Parramatta, Sydney (Fig. 1.2).

Later Stephen studied anthropology at the University of New Mexico in the USA.
This is detailed by Aunty Joy in the following chapter.
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Stephen was very like his mother Nell, particularly in his ability to talk and tell
stories, and he was also very close to her. But the family stories and mythologies
were largely from the Harris side, in my observation. Stephen recorded an important
family story in a private memoir about his father Dick droving cattle a long distance
as a boy.

By the age of fifteen dad [Dick] and his mate Wilf Collett, in the middle of a severe drought
at Wee Waa/Narrabri, drove a mob of twenty-five cows and calves from there to Ellangowan,
just south of Casino on the north coast, 300 miles (500km) away, where an uncle was able
to offer grazing. They were on their own for over a month, one boy on a horse and the other
driving the sulky with swags and food. (Harris, 2003, p. 44)

When I was telling this story to my own teenage sons recently, one asked me if
I told it to shame them. I had to think about it, and replied, honestly, that I re-told
the story partly to shame them (for some flagrant laziness and low-goal setting),
but mostly it was to inspire them, and also to remember my grandfather, who was
remarkable. I suspect these family stories have been told for similar reasons for
generations, and I believe they had a strong effect on Stephen, as well as my own
father.

Other identity-forming stories were about John Joseph Harris, the first Harris man
to arrive in Australia in 1827. Joseph was a Welshman who served the Australian
explorer Charles Sturt as a Batman in the Peninsular Wars and in Canada and was
part of Sturt’s explorations of the Murrumbidgee and the Macquarie Marshes.

The stories of Joseph’s adventurousness, loyalty, hard physical work, and strong
mindedness formed part of the family folklore that influenced Stephen and his
siblings. Joseph Harris’s story is referred to in more detail in a later chapter by
Jonathan Harris, his great-great-great grandson, and nephew of Stephen. Joseph
was rewarded by the British Crown with a land grant in Australia in West Dapto,
near Wollongong. He and his wife Anastasia, who had come with him to Australia,
settled there to farm Stream Hill following Joseph’s last tour of duty with Sturt at the
Norfolk Island garrison in 1832. Stephen and his brothers saw themselves as farmers
and descendants of farmers, but also descendants of someone who was capable of
heroic endeavor.

Since 1977, the extended Harris family has spent a lot of time together on the
farming properties belonging to Stephen’s brothers Jim and Wilfred near Barraba, in
north-west New South Wales. Stephen’s parents, Dick and Nell Harris, lived there
along with their sons, Jim and Wilfred, and their families. Stephen and Joy made
a long visit from their Darwin home over the summer most years, and Stephen’s
brother David and his family, and sister, Barbara, and her family would travel there
too.

Jonathan Harris, my cousin, writes about Stephen’s presence lightening the mood
in our family at the farm in Chap. 5. A lot of this was through conversation. The
Harrises were a family of very serious people. Work and duty were foremost. Stephen
too was serious and could be consumed by projects, responsibility, and worry. But
at Wongala, Stephen was the younger brother assisting with other people’s responsi-
bilities and he was freer. It was also clear that just being with his parents and siblings
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gave him joy. His willingness to talk about a wide range of subjects was anomalous
in our family context and a really marvelous thing for his 14 Harris family nieces and
nephews. Stephen was curious about the world and also about us, even though we
were children. After he returned from studying in the USA around 1972, when I was
five years old, I asked him very shyly why he did not now speak with an American
accent. He gave me a detailed reply. Stephen crossed over a line that existed in our
family, where there was women and children’s business, and the actually important
business of men. Talking seriously to nieces was an aspect of his disregard for that
world view.

Stephen and his wife Joy are why we have a record of my grandmother’s Nell’s
life and in her own voice. The family folklore going back to Joseph Harris in 1827
included nothing about his wife Anastasia Carroll. She remains an enigma, much
as Stephen’s paternal grandmother Florence Rippingale does. By contrast we have
a great treasure in the record made of Grandma’s stories, even though we all heard
them many times. Nell had a phenomenal memory for history, as did Stephen. When
Stephen could not speak at the end of his life, there would be family conversations in
my generation that he was part of, where we speakers could not remember details of
dates and names. We would acknowledge, to him, that he knew the details but could
no longer remind us. We hoped he did not despair of us; we feared he did. He told
me once that he accepted that the rest of us could not recall details from the past, but
he could not understand it. It came very naturally to him.

Sometime around 2000, Stephen recounted to me something that had upset him
and left him with a sense of failure. He and Joy were by now living at Wongala before
retiring to Tamworth. Stephen had been invited to address a men’s bible study in the
region about his work in Aboriginal education. He prepared at length, and earnestly,
in a typical fashion. He told me that the group was made up of people he regarded
as good Christian men, who had met together faithfully with prayer and studying
the bible for a very long period. Stephen told me while the men treated him with
respect, he encountered their deeply entrenched racism against Aboriginal people.
He felt he had not been able to shift them from their viewpoint at all. He said he
asked them to imagine how they as Australians might feel if they had lived under
Japanese occupation for the last fifty years. Stephen recounted with disappointment
that it seemed the men could not, or would not, imagine this scenario at all. Terry
Ngarritjan Kessaris, Ngukurr woman and student, colleague, and friend of Stephen’s,
says in Chap. 3 of this book that she saw him as ‘declining to be white the way white
was expected to be’. It reminds me of this story.

There is a little leavening in this story about the bible study visit. Vic Turner was
a local horse trainer of considerable reputation and ability with whom Stephen had
become friendly. Vic came along to this bible study meeting out of friendliness to
Stephen. Afterwards Vic asked him if he wanted him to take those men out the back
and sort them out. Vic saw beneath the surface respect those men had shown Stephen
to what lay beneath. Stephen was cheered by Vic’s offer and ever afterward would
offer to punch someone for me if I had a grievance. Something about my peaceable
Uncle’s gesture would cheer me up too.



12 J. Harris

In 1969 when he and Joy were at Oenpelli, Stephen said he knew he was at a career
cross-roads. He was choosing between ‘an academic life with Joy in Aboriginal
education or a farming partnership with two of my elder brothers’ (Harris, 2003,
p- 24). Stephen recounts a few reasons for his choosing Aboriginal education, which
included that working with Aboriginal people had always been one of his strongest
interests and wanting to see Joy use her talents in linguistics. Joy was the person
Stephen shared everything with since they met in 1965 at Oenpelli. He said, ‘Joy
saw a crucial future in Aboriginal languages. My conversion to that perspective
charted my working life for most of the next thirty years’ (Harris, 2003, p. 23).

Stephen and Joy retired in the late 1990s to the Tamworth region. He loved the
country in northern inland NSW, so familiar from his Wee Waa childhood, and he
also wanted to be near his mother, Nell. He died in 2020 in Tamworth.

The most conspicuous thing about Stephen’s personality was his intense interest
in people. One of his quips, used humorously to concede he did not have the upper
hand in an argument, was ‘I’m a trained observer of human nature, you know’. We
did in fact know this about Uncle Stephen. Not about his training so much, but as
his family we each experienced Stephen’s genuine, deep interest in us. We knew he
noticed and valued us. He would punch someone for us.
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Chapter 2 ®)
From Start to Finish: A Man of Many Guca i
Parts

Joy Kinslow-Harris

Abstract This chapter is an exploration of Stephen Harris’s journey from his grad-
uation from university to his death in August 2020 in Tamworth, NSW, from compli-
cations of Parkinson’s disease. After graduation he took a short-term appointment
as cattle work manager at Oenpelli, NT, where he met Joy Kinslow, a missionary
linguist with Wycliffe Bible Translators/Summer Institute of Linguistics (WBT/SIL).
Adventures began there as they married and became short-term missionaries with
WBT/SIL and started learning about cross-cultural education first in Papua New
Guinea villages, then in his PhD studies at the University of New Mexico in First
Nations country in the US, and on to PhD research on Aboriginal learning styles
at Milingimbi, NT. Responding to a Christian call to work in Aboriginal bilingual
education, they resigned from WBT/SIL and Stephen was first with the NT Depart-
ment of Education then a lecturer at the Northern Territory University, now Charles
Darwin University. Interspersed among those years he wrote extensively on cross-
cultural education issues, on Australian Stock Horse personalities, and on family
histories. During various breaks in this journey Stephen did a term as buffalo shooter
when setting up an economic enterprise for the community at Oenpelli, did stints as
horse breaker at the family property in NSW, and established an Australian Stock
Horse stud at that same property in his retirement. His deep Christian faith led to his
being ordained and pastoring a Home Church and refuge centre while studying in
the US during the ‘Jesus Movement’ in the 1970s. Truly a man of many parts.

Keywords Bilingual education *+ Oenpelli + Papua New Guinea + Buffalo
shooting - Australian Stock Horse

Background

As a 27-year-old linguist from Texas, I was given my first assignment as a member
of Wycliffe Bible Translators (WBT/SIL). It was to Papua New Guinea (PNG). I had
studied linguistics and anthropology at Wheaton College in Illinois, then trained in
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linguistic field research and translation methodology with the then Summer Institute
of Linguistics (SIL) based at the University of Oklahoma. These included stints in
Haiti and Mexico.

When I disembarked at Sydney Harbour in February 1964 en route to PNG, SIL’s
summer school in Brisbane was just finishing. I was asked to delay going on to PNG
so I could help the Australian Aborigines Branch members by typing their Workshop
papers so that they could be printed as part of a casual series. Once that project was
finished, I was asked to stay a bit longer and help in other secretarial jobs as new
candidates for membership in SIL were interviewed. The Directors of the Australian
and Papua New Guinea Branches as well as the Southeast Asia Director were there
for these meetings. When they had wound up, we all got ready to ‘return to base’,
but I got the impression in my spirit that I wasn’t to leave Australia. (I thought,
‘What?!”).

I recalled the Bible verse where Paul and Barnabas were told in their spirit not
to go on into Asia Minor. So I said to the Lord, ‘Well, I can’t just say to the New
Guinea director, “I’ve changed my mind”. I’ve got three questions. If I have to stay
in Australia, the answers will have to be good enough to convince the directors of
the validity of my decision’. The three directors who would have to agree to my
re-assignment were only going to be together for 40 minutes before flying out (to
Vietnam and Papua New Guinea, then driving to the Australian bases there). I had
to have this prayer guidance nailed and concise. I said to the Lord, ‘I’m just going to
open my Bible ..., and there it was: a passage in the New Testament with the answer
to all three of my questions. I don’t remember now which text I read from the Bible
then, but it seemed to confirm to me that God was leading me in a different direction.

I took it to the directors, who were winding up their meeting and preparing to
leave. They listened graciously as I told them that I felt the Lord required me to stay in
Australia. (I told them my questions and the answers I had received.) Being spiritual
men, all three accepted my guidance—a miracle in itself. Thankfully, the Papua New
Guinea director then released me, so the Southeast Asia director was free to reassign
me to the Australian Aboriginal branch of SIL.

Just in those 30 minutes my destiny changed. The Australian director, who was
about to drive back to SIL’s Australian Aboriginal Base, said, “You can just come
back with me if you like’. In the car on the way he asked, ‘Do you know what I
was telling them? When you knocked on the door, I was opening my mouth to tell
them I was resigning. We hadn’t had a person offer to work with the Aborigines
branch for three years and I had said to the Lord, on my drive up, if we don’t have a
candidate, then obviously I’'m not the appropriate director. I'll resign. Then you pop
in, 30 minutes before I can resign’. It turns out that I was the first candidate they had
had in three years.

Even more providentially, it turned out that there was a linguist waiting for a new
work partner, and the Lord brought me. The trick though was that we would have
to drive ourselves to our allocated site, although I hadn’t learned to drive. I had to
learn to do that, get my licence and be ready to go, in a week. Our director had been
assigned a Land Cruiser from a government survey unit for us to use. I learned to
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drive in a Volkswagen, and my partner hadn’t ever driven a manual shift, so we were
truly set!

The other linguist and I drove to the Top End via Brisbane where we loaded
our Land Cruiser with a tent, other required camping gear, and three months’ survival
supplies. Lots of adventures were in store for these two ‘learners’ on the trip up the
Stuart Highway. Once we got into the Outback there was very little traffic, so when
we were stuck for a time behind a road train that was driving down the middle of
the highway and stretched a block long, we just drove out into an adjoining paddock
until we got around it.

One afternoon we pulled into Elliott, in the Northern Territory, for the last
overnight stop and just as we had finished tea and were getting ready for bed, the
proprietor came up and asked if we could come down to the bar. Two single missionary
women (?!). We were a bit hesitant, but she said that a group of surveyors wanted
to meet us. When we got down to the bar, the surveyors were speechless when they
saw that we were women because the Land Cruiser we were driving bore the licence
plate number that was in the middle of those attached to the four Land Cruisers they
had driven across Australia from Perth, WA., on a surveying assignment.

The other linguist and I went on to our destination in the Top End, a small Aborig-
inal settlement at Borroloola near the MacArthur River. We were to begin research
on the Garawa and Yanyuwa languages, but we soon realised that the younger men
were all working on cattle stations. We recommended to SIL that a married team be
allocated to work with this language, since single women weren’t really welcome on
remote cattle stations. This meant that we needed to think of another language for
our research.

The Next Step in My Destiny

I went to Oenpelli (now Gunbalanya) at the invitation of SIL, as the Church
Missionary Society had requested a linguist to begin work on the languages there.
Also, at Oenpelli, on a short-term CMS assignment, was a young man in charge of
the cattle work, Stephen Harris.

When Stephen had finished his BA studies at university in Sydney, he wanted to
have time with his parents, who were finishing 40 years of missionary service. When
he had been a schoolboy down south, he and his siblings would come up north to the
mission on holidays each year, but that was all the time they had with their parents.
The Harris brothers and their sister spent their other school breaks mostly on the
family farms of their father’s siblings, at Wee Waa in NSW.

Stephen’s love of horses and cattle work stemmed from his early childhood, when
he had been with his parents at Roper River Mission in the N.T. As soon as they could
hold the reins, their father had the Harris children on horseback. The mustering crew
at Roper would ask if six-year-old Stephen could join them and, much to his glee,
his dad had said yes. Better than going on a picnic, staying overnight with the men
fostered a deep-seated love of the sounds of Kriol conversations, the clinks of tethered
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horses, the soft movements of corralled cattle, the smells and tastes of camp oven
damper and roasts. So, it was second nature for Stephen to spend these two years
at Oenpelli, where he was in charge of the mustering crew, horses, and cattle work.
That was his love. Most of these horses were descendants of Walers, let loose in
the area many years before and still of magnificent heart. The original Walers were
horses used by Australian troops in World War 1. Stephen loved working with them.

The room behind the store, which was next door to the house where he and his
parents were living, had been assigned to me. When Stephen would finish work, he
would stop by and argue with me about mission policy. There were lots of debating
points to fuel our discussions, since SIL policy is to not interrupt the local culture
and language, but to go in and be a part of it, and to learn the language, whereas
government policy required the Church Missionary Society (CMS) to foster English
language learning and work skills that would lead to jobs in an English-speaking
context. We argued about anthropological, linguistic, and spiritual issues, and enjoyed
the tussle of ideas and practices.

On Saturdays, if the horses hadn’t been at hard work during the week, he would
organise rides for all who wanted to go, and that was most of us younger mob.
When the staff’s children came north on school breaks, Stephen’s skills, acquired
in mustering camps, meant that they could be set up with campfire damper as they
tethered the horses, went swimming at the local waterfall, or fished for barramundi at
the famous Cahill’s Crossing. Once he took us all with him when he had to slaughter
meat for the mission. Now that was an experience! (Fig. 2.1).

Tracing the movements of language speakers took me to Bamyili about three
months before Stephen and his parents were leaving Oenpelli in their retirement. It
was a wrench for me because I had fallen for this charismatic young man. He had
said, before I flew out, that he didn’t want to lose touch, so he asked if he could write
to me. Well, sure.

Those letters were the first indication I had of his ability to discuss issues in writing
and keep the reader involved, though, of course, I had more motivation than most! In
his letters he talked about what to do with his life next. His earlier ambition had been
to study for an MA in education, teach in a private school and become a Headmaster,
but now he also wanted to be a part of strengthening Aboriginal futures, though not
as a stockman!

Once he and his parents returned to Sydney, his dad was appointed Home
Missioner to the Hawkesbury region and based at Wiseman’s Ferry. Stephen helped
his two elder brothers in their dairy (at Wiseman’s), while he considered what he
wanted to do. Meanwhile I had moved to Canberra and begun doctoral studies at the
Australian National University. During my field work on Aboriginal settlements I
had contracted hepatitis and after treatment I needed a place to recuperate. I would
have been desolate to be alone at University House in my student room all day, trying
to manage food, etc. Stephen’s family offered for me to stay with them, first with
his brother David and his wife Marie, who were living in Darlington while David
studied at the University of Sydney.

Stephen got a job as a relief teacher at the King’s School in Sydney and would
go to David’s place on weekends, so we saw each other often and our relationship
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Fig. 2.1 When Stephen was in his mid-20s, he helped set up a buffalo meat export venture to be
sustainably managed by the community at Oenpelli. George Gamarrawu Gumurdul, the spotter,
and Stephen, the shooter, would bring in 1000+ carcasses in a year. This photo was taken in 1968

deepened. With big grins they said, ‘Oh, Stephen’s interested in a girlfriend’. When
I was strong enough, I went back to the university in Canberra, and David and Marie
invited me to stay with them on weekends. I did that fortnightly, and Stephen and
I talked about many things, including what he wanted to do next. He was enjoying
teaching, but felt there was more for him to do, and I still felt a strong call to work
with Aboriginal language groups, so there was lots to talk about. This was in 1965/66.

I'had been through an inner struggle of finding out what to do when I first made a
spiritual decision to commit my life to missions. Before that, I had been going into
medical research, having done my first two years of pre-med at the local university
in my hometown of Amarillo, Texas. I had been accepted at Texas Tech in Lubbock;
I had my room and roommate, and a job in the chemistry department; everything
was settled.

Then God had taken me in a different direction, to work with Indigenous people.
I thought: What am I supposed to do? They have doctors on the mission field, but in
my spirit, [ knew it had to be a complete break from my own plans, if I were now
to follow the call to missions. And through innumerable steps without ‘plans’, but
just following nudges in my spirit, I went to Wheaton College in Illinois just outside
Chicago—strange country for a Southerner and a Texan to boot. So now, through it
all, I knew that if we stayed focused on the Spirit of God, we’d know the next step. I
still had my PhD dissertation on the Gunwingguan languages to finish and I needed
to know where our relationship was taking us.
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At this juncture a friend who was working in the Public Service in Canberra told
Stephen of a job opening in the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, and that, if he were
married when he applied, there would be rent assistance to relocate him from Sydney
to Canberra. Well, the spirit of God has a humorous side, as that caused Stephen to
decide to propose marriage to me and then apply for that job. We were married two
weeks later, after needing to ‘post the banns’. We wanted Stephen’s father to marry
us in the home mission church, where he was rector, at Wiseman’s Ferry.

Stephen got the job, and we moved into an apartment in Canberra. His work
involved writing answers to the letters and queries on Aboriginal affairs which came
to that section. His attempts were edited by more senior staff, and over the two years
he spent there he developed a more polished writing style.

Meanwhile, one of his dairying brothers, Wilfred, had been accepted into the CMS
mission at Oenpelli and given the task of establishing some economic enterprises
with the Indigenous community. On Stephen’s first holiday, he and his dad drove
to Oenpelli to work with Wilfred for two weeks. After that time Stephen became
more interested in working with Aboriginal communities than working in a public
service role with government. I still had at least a year’s work ahead of me to finish
the dissertation, sit for the orals, and do any necessary corrections before submitting
the final work. Stephen stayed with the Public Service for that year, but in that time
he and Wilfred planned to set up an abattoir project to supply buffalo meat to other
communities as an economic venture.

In 1968, as I finished writing and submitting my dissertation, Stephen, in consul-
tation with his brothers, Jim and Wilfred, bought vehicles to be used in the buffalo
meat industry at Oenpelli. These were designed to tow specialised trailers for carting
animals from the field to the abattoir. All of this preparation Stephen fitted around
his workday in Canberra. A friend from his university days, Les Thompson, was
now an army chaplain at Duntroon and had previously had a panel-beating business.
Much to his delight, he was co-opted by Stephen to check out progress on the vehicle
acquisitions. It also helped that we were ready-made babysitters for his family.

Resignation from his public service job and the submission of my dissertation
then freed us to move to Oenpelli with Stephen and Jim transporting all this equip-
ment ready to start the business. Wilfred meanwhile had worked with the CMS
mission at Oenpelli to get the abattoir facilities in place, and to organise the local
workforce. Any work in the cattle or buffalo industry held prestige, so training for
specific positions was the criterion for establishing the first team from among the
available workers. Wilfred was the on-site supervisor/trainer in his position as CMS
missionary. Jim handled the entrepreneurial arrangements with the mission and was
financial manager, and Stephen worked with an Indigenous spotter to bring in the
buffalo.

During that first Dry Season, he and his off-sider brought in just over 1000 buffalo.
My brother Don was between business ventures in Texas and open to adventure, so
he answered Stephen’s invitation to come across the ocean and handle the mechanics
of keeping the vehicles on the road and drive the frozen meat in to Darwin for storage.
Don was (and still is) into motors and had experience working in the pit at race car
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rallies in the U.S. and supervising power generators on several NT settlements. With
all hands on deck, the buffalo meat venture was a success for the community.

Then, once again Stephen was at a crossroads. The Summer Institute of Linguis-
tics, of which I had been a member when I first worked on the settlement at Oenpelli,
asked if I would be available to teach at the summer school, which was starting,
fortuitously, just as Stephen’s stint at Oenpelli finished for the season. His wage
was enough to support us for the three months of the Institute’s training, so Stephen
suggested I take the role and he join the Linguistic Institute course. He thought that
being among staff and students who were geared to a spiritually directed mission
would help him in his search for his calling. It was a seminal time for him, as he
impressed the lecturer in the course on the culture of language, so much so that
Stephen was encouraged to do further study in the field. It was something we would
never have thought of otherwise, it was so out of left field. After much discussion with
the Institute staff, and prayer we took the step of applying for short-term status with
SIL/WBT (Summer Institute of Linguistics/Wycliffe Bible Translators). Wanting to
know what he was in for, Stephen asked if we could stop in Papua New Guinea and
see firsthand what he might be required to undertake. With that in place, we headed
to the US where I would introduce my Texas family to their Aussie son/brother, and
he would apply for graduate study ‘somewhere’.

We planned for two weeks in PNG, but again our steps were spiritually directed,
and we ended up being there for 20 months! On our first night at the SIL/WBT base
at Ukarumpa a friend invited us for tea, and we discussed their plans for beginning
reading schools in the villages. They said they were just waiting for an appropriate
person to help. As they explained what help was needed, in answer to Stephen’s
questions, I was bowled over when he asked, ‘Would I do?” Hey, we were on our
way to the US and I had been away six years, but obviously this was another seminal
event.

Our two weeks’ jaunt catapulted him into quickly learning New Guinea Pisin, for
which his upbringing in Australian Kriol in the NT had given him a head start. His
part in the program was to do some of the teaching, in Pisin, and in that way help the
village-chosen young men who were to be the teachers of the village children. He then
joined the translation team to set up and support the new teachers in their villages.
Our translator friends were single women, so they said having a man who spoke Pisin
to deal with the village luluai (‘leaders’) lent the program prestige (Fig. 2.2).

God always has more than one thing going: Stephen was feeling his way into his
life’s calling, the translators were setting up village schools, the children were being
prepared to handle the encroaching literate environment, and the newly translated
vernacular Bible was gaining readers in each village. There was also a chance that
classes could be arranged for adults to help them learn to read their own language,
once all was in place.

Stephen shadowed the translator, checking the students’ progress, recording the
vernacular instructions she used, and learning them until he had them down pat.
Friends he had made in our home village said he sounded more like them than the
translator! Stephen periodically hiked into each village school over several ranges
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Fig. 2.2 In 1970 Stephen taught young people who had been chosen by their villages in Papua
New Guinea to assist with literacy instruction

and across rivers without bridges; sometimes this required climbing trees with over-
hanging branches to then drop down on the other side of the river! Several courageous
young men always went with him to carry a blackboard, new primers, chalk, and so
on, along with awards for the teacher and students to keep encouraging them. He
checked progress, rearranged classes according to ability, handed out new primers
and lesson plans. To establish the academic status of the project, the local government
asked for a report, which Stephen wrote and published in Pisin. Together we wrote a
number of workbooks for practice reading, some in Pisin, English, and Kanite (the
local vernacular). One used ‘getting work’ as a theme, causing a minor incident at
the Ukarumpa base! The translators got a call on the radio asking for someone to
come and retrieve three teenage girls who were going door to door requesting ‘work’
in English! However, it proved to be effective reading practice for them.

The program was a very demanding endeavour, both physically and emotionally.
We and the translators took a fortnight’s break in Ukarumpa just when a motivational
speaker was there. Through his guidance, Stephen discerned that his next step was, as
we had anticipated, to do graduate study in cross cultural education, and the teaching
of reading. He was keen to start straightaway, not next year!

Once again, | was asked to teach at the SIL summer course, but in Oklahoma,
USA, this time, which was right in line with what Stephen was hoping to do. He did
an advanced SIL course in Norman, Oklahoma. There we applied for membership in
SIL and followed their suggestion of applying for admission to the University of New
Mexico in Albuquerque. We were accepted both by SIL/WBT and the university and
also had time to be with my family in the Texas Panhandle on the way to Albuquerque.
The two venues were only a four-hour drive apart.
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Dr Miles Zintz was the professor Stephen had in the Master’s program in the
Teaching of Reading Across Cultures. Over many years he had been closely involved
in local Navajo vernacular reading programs in which students later transferred to
English. It couldn’t have been more appropriate. He was au fait with Stephen’s work
in PNG and shared our goals to work with people in their vernacular. The first-term
exam Dr Zintz set for the class was in essay form. He asked Stephen if he would
be willing for him to seek a publisher for his resulting essay. It was published with
very little editing. He was on a roll! The next term, Dr Zintz encouraged Stephen to
begin a PhD. However, Stephen didn’t feel he had the background to do two foreign
languages as required by the university at that level of study. Professor Zintz was
quite persuasive, pointing out that, “You’ve published in PNG Pisin, and published
triglots in Pisin/Kanite/English. I think I can swing it with the “authorities”’. Which
he did. So Stephen went on to study the Anthropology of Education and wrote the
dissertation which later became the book, Culture and Learning. He talked with Dr
Zintz about writing it in instructional story format so it would be useful to teaching
staff and educators in cross-cultural situations, not just be a tome placed on a library
shelf. It took some persuading for such a departure, but the authorities agreed, and
his resulting dissertation was one of the two entered for the University prize. He
didn’t get that one, but as we know, the abridged version was printed, and reprinted
in Australia, which was more in keeping with his desire for it to be useful.

Field Work

Being accepted into the Ph.D. program meant doing field research so the next ques-
tions were ‘where’ and ‘what’. By this time, after three years in Albuquerque, Stephen
was becoming homesick for Australia, so the choice was obvious. He wanted to
focus on Indigenous Australian culture and education. The laborious applications for
funding and permission to work with Indigenous groups in Australia began. Stephen
first thought he would need to research learning styles in a number of language groups
in Australia to cover the field. The more experienced of his professors, having gone
through this themselves, encouraged him to go into depth in one language group.
However, even after paring it down in this way, the funding groups weren’t positive.
We had three weeks before our appointed time to leave for Australia, with still no
positive answers on whether his research would be funded. This led to a bit of tension
in the family!

One of our student friends asked Stephen to sit in on a seminar he had to give,
so he would have one friendly face in the audience. After the seminar, the presiding
professor motioned for Stephen to come up so he could introduce him to a visitor
from Australia. Stephen invited him back to the house for supper. Bill McCleod was
on a Churchill Scholarship looking into cross-cultural education among Indigenous
groups in the US, and the Navajo were on his agenda. Bill asked Stephen what his
studies were leading to and where he wanted to research. The result? Stephen was
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offered a position as an anthropologist on salary in the Northern Territory Department
of Education.

Three weeks before we were to leave and without all the application procedures
and hoops! We believed this was God-directed for sure. Bill asked where we would
do the research...well that was a question for sure. Our student friend was going
to deliver his follow-up seminar and again he invited Stephen. Again the professor
motioned Stephen over and said, ‘it must be Australia week’, and introduced him to
another Australian visitor. Stephen invited him home for supper as well. The fellow
said, ‘My wife would love a shower with the supper! We’ve been backpacking around
the country’. It was a done deal. As they talked about Stephen’s plans and the need
for permission to carry out his research on an Indigenous settlement, the guest said
that he was principal of a school on the settlement of Milingimbi, an island along
the coast from Darwin, and he thought they would love to have us there.

The guest said he could obtain permits for us, as he was on his way back, and
they would be there by the time we arrived. That’s how David McClay entered our
lives. He would become a good friend and colleague.

It was December 1974, and as we sat in an airport in the US, waiting for our
flight to Sydney, Australia, we were shocked as we watched news reports of the
devastation caused by Cyclone Tracy. Stephen’s brother Wilfred was in Darwin with
his crew from the buffalo meat venture. Our flight was called, and no news was given
about the effect of the cyclone on people. We just saw pictures of the levelling of the
town. When we arrived at Stephen’s parents’ home in Sydney, we learned there was
no contact possible with individuals in Darwin, as all lines of communication were
down. It was several weeks before we found out that Wilfred and crew were safe,
and that he was helping with the cleanup. We couldn’t get to Darwin, of course, and
thus not to Milingimbi, so we waited in Sydney. It was a month or more before we
could get to Darwin, where we stayed with friends at the SIL headquarters, which
had escaped the devastation of central Darwin.

As we flew into the humidity of tropical Darwin and stepped from the plane, native
Territorian Stephen literally embraced his homecoming, whereas I wilted from the
heavy monsoonal heat! Our first priority was finding Wilfred, who with his crew
was living in the remains of his recently built home, now roofed just with tarpaulins
supplied by the government. There was lots of catching up, and we felt huge relief that
he was alright. With that concern settled, Stephen checked in at the Department of
Education to go through the particulars of his assignment as anthropologist working
with Dr Maria Brandl. We then set off for Milingimbi.

While at Milingimbi, Stephen had hoped to learn enough of the Indigenous
language to conduct his research. However, since there was another PhD researcher
(Joe Reser) in the area, as well as other teachers and mission staff practising the
vernacular language, the Yolyu townspeople were a bit overwhelmed by the atten-
tion. Even that turned out to be an unexpected boon because it showed the areas of
cultural stress on a personal level, which is what Stephen wanted to access. It was an
unexpected bonus having the other researchers there with whom to compare notes,
as well as a coterie of teachers and mission staff who wanted to work within the
Indigenous culture rather than just impose western culture (Fig. 2.3).
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Fig. 2.3 Stephen Harris and Joy Kinslow-Harris at Milingimbi in 1976

Stephen’s brother sent one of the Toyota bush-bashing vehicles from the buffalo
enterprise for us to use on the island as a kind of fun bus for the school kids. It turned
out to be useful for taking the elders around. As well, we bought a dinghy and motor
to ferry local adults to the mainland and smaller islands.

These initiatives led to Yolgu adults seeing him as a resource rather than just an
interloper. One of the older women from a non-prestigious camp came and asked
him if he would help her make a prity plower gatten or ‘name place’ for her clan on
their part of the island. With his support, she and her seven-year-old granddaughter
set about making a garden patch of veggies and flowers. This developed into a rich
relationship and in the process of making the garden Stephen could observe their
culture of learning. There were no lectures or drawn-up plans, just a granddaughter
mimicking every action and posture of her grandmother. Every day the two of them
carried buckets of water for the gatten, finally gathering the produce to sell at the
store. The next step was that she asked Stephen to help her build a house out there.
He said if she could get a man from her clan for each man Stephen got, and raise
the money for the lumber, he would provide the rest. It took some persuading in
discussions with her clan, but the young men arrived, as well as the lumber, and a
cottage that had two separate rooms with their own front doors and a covered front
verandah eventuated. She and her granddaughter moved into one room and, much
to our surprise an older man moved into the other. When we asked who he was, she
said, ‘The light of our clan, this is his dreaming place here’. A much more significant
gatten than we had realised had been in the making: for it included the culture of
learning, the language of listening and mutual giving and receiving.
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When we returned to Albuquerque in 1977 to write up the research under Dr
Zintz’s tutelage, one of the young teachers from Milingimbi School, Michael Christie,
came with us. Sometime before that we had noticed, back in Milingimbi, that he was
often overtired and living on his own, so we had invited him to share one of the larger
teachers’ houses with us in the new term. Well, that actually meant also inviting mobs
of children and young men from his classes at the school, so we called him the Pied
Piper. His fluency in their language and natural fitting into their culture brought the
very essence of the community right into our home. We didn’t have to have the
language; we had the Toyota, the dinghy, and Michael!

Albuquerque

Stephen had encouraged Michael to do a Master’s degree at the University of New
Mexico, where we were studying. Michael shared accommodation with us and joined
in with our Home Church called the Assembly, which had many young people his
age who had come to their faith during our previous time in Albuquerque, whereas
Stephen and I were considered ‘elders’ in age and faith experience. This was the
time of renewal in church life in America with the ‘Jesus Movement’, and we were
connected to church ministries working with young people who would stop off for
a meal and a night’s kip. Some were counselled by social workers in our Assembly
and nurtured and housed in the homes of members of our Home Church. It was arich
and challenging time, as young people came off drugs and left the begging culture
of the itinerants. It was not without its dangers, as one of the young men in our home
was tracked down by a drug cartel and murdered. Many friends from those times
have remained in contact. They have visited us in Australia and credited Stephen’s
love, teaching by example, and encouragement for their strength to change.

It was an emotional wrench leaving this faith community when Stephen’s disser-
tation was submitted and accepted, and we were again at a decision point. He was
offered several local alternatives which our Home Church were keen for him to
accept as it would keep us in their fellowship. The pull of Australian Indigenous
work, however, was stronger, so he took up the offer from the N.T Department of
Education which had been extended from the time of his research.

Back in the Northern Territory

So, we returned to the Northern Territory, signing in again at the Darwin office and
meeting with the Secretary of the Department of Education, Dr Jim Eedle, who was
that day on his way to England for a family break. Knowing we were staying at a
local hotel, he said he would be happy for us to house-sit for him while we settled
into our future placement. Such a warm greeting was entirely the opposite of the
Tracy episode and set the scene of hope for what would follow. Stephen longed to
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put into practice what he had learned in a school on an Aboriginal settlement, so
he talked about that with Jim Gallacher, Assistant Director (Special Projects) in the
Department of Education. However, the post of Anthropologist was based in Darwin
and fitted our perception of Stephen’s role more closely than being based in one
school. Stephen was assigned the job, and we settled into a flat in Casuarina, while
awaiting a house allocation.

Dr Eedle had invited Dr Mitsuru Shimpo, a Professor of Sociology from Canada,
to assess the educational issues facing Indigenous communities, and had given him a
copy of Stephen’s dissertation. Dr Shimpo saw its value and readability and suggested
that a shortened version be published by the Department and made available to
teachers and schools in these communities. This was exactly the use Stephen had
envisaged when he proposed the ‘parable style’ of his dissertation which Dr Zintz
ushered through at the University of New Mexico. It was such a boon. Since Stephen
and I had worked so closely together in the research, I was asked to abridge the
work, which was subsequently published as Culture and Learning. It was humorously
referred to as ‘the most stolen library book’ in schools. Dr Shimpo and Stephen were
close colleagues who formed a rich friendship, with practical results for bilingual
education coming from their collaboration.

During Stephen’s research at Milingimbi I had worked with Sue Harris, the adult
educator, and met a number of the local families including the Yolyu (Indigenous)
pastor, who had come in to Darwin to enrol at Nungalinya, the newly established
Aboriginal theological college. He and another student came to our flat to ask if I
would help them learn the English they needed for classroom study, a very different
language style from everyday English. The teaching of English to speakers of other
languages (TESOL) was a facet of my PhD studies, so I took it on and set up the
program at the college, as well as one for the wives, who needed to learn to operate
in English-only social contexts. Stephen’s and my background in the communities in
the Top End gave the students a trusting confidence in what was otherwise for them
a confronting experience. As an offshoot, it gave these adults an appreciation of the
bilingual education aims for their children in the schools in their communities.

One of Stephen’s tasks in the team, which had been set up to get bilingual programs
operational in Indigenous community schools, was interviewing applicants for the
teacher linguist and printer positions and then mentoring them as they settled into
their various roles in the schools. We made many close friends, and they became
a fairly cohesive unit as he regularly brought them together for in service training
events in Darwin. As they worked on knotty problems, Stephen researched the issues
and wrote up his findings, publishing widely. Other educators in similar international
programs found that the materials from his Australian work also answered some of
their questions. He was often invited to speak at conferences, which was a challenge,
given his shyness. He meticulously wrote out his speeches and many were the basis
for published papers. He enjoyed the give-and-take of question time when his inherent
cheekiness displaced the shyness. His colleagues in the bilingual program team
changed over time, and Stephen became Principal Education Advisor, Bilingual,
working with colleagues such as Cos Russo, Beth Graham (from 1986), and Dr Bruce
Sommers, the Principal Linguist. There were over two dozen bilingual schools at this
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stage, and the College at Bachelor was begun in order to train Indigenous teachers
for these classrooms.

Inlate 1985 Dr Bob Teasdale invited Stephen to spend a year at Flinders University
in Adelaide writing on any subject pertaining to Indigenous schooling and education
that was on his mind at that stage. The Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres
Straits Islander Studies (AIATSIS) funded the resulting book. After several months
of discussion and spiritual soul-searching, he accepted the generous invitation. He
knew that the bilingual education team, both in the office and in the schools, was well
grounded and would do well, although it would be a wrench for him to leave. My
classes at Nungalinya also had capable staff to carry on for the time I would be gone,
so we made our various arrangements and Stephen resigned his position with the
Department of Education. After a decade, and so many milestones in the program,
his farewell was very moving, and he felt really very honoured to have been a part
of it all.

We expected to come back to Darwin but did not know in what capacity. We
rented out our house with the proviso that the tenants feed our resident cat, then we
packed our clothes, books, and dog in the car and drove to Adelaide in 1986 for a
whole new experience.

Accommodation was initially provided by Dr and Mrs Teasdale in exchange for
mentoring overseas students, until we found our feet. Later, the principal of one of
the South Australian bilingual schools where Stephen had consulted, offered a small
house for rent, which allowed for a dog, so we were set. The bible college offered a
year of study in counselling, which intrigued me, and they accepted my application,
so I now had an interesting goal as well.

Another unexpected tie-in with previous deep relationships came when Stephen
went to see where he would be working and was shown his office at the university.
As Dr Teasdale opened the door to the office, he explained that the switchboard
hadn’t yet been notified of its allocation to Stephen, or of his name, so the phone
wouldn’t be operative yet. However, just then, the phone rang, and Dr Teasdale said
he’d better answer it. Then, blankly, he said, ‘It’s for you, from America’. One of
our close friends from the Christian Assembly in Albuquerque said he had tracked
us from Darwin to ‘a’ university in Adelaide, had rung each one until this particular
switchboard acknowledged that Stephen was to be in this office but perhaps not yet.
Our friend, Michael Hays, his wife Nancy, and their young family needed support
following the loss of a child and asked if they could live with us for a year. It was
too serendipitous an encounter to ignore, so Stephen said ‘of course’ once agreed to
by the principal.

The arrangement was approved by the principal, who had rented us his house,
so Michael, Nancy, and their two littlies arrived. Mike helped Stephen with library
research, which was a big help, and eased Mike’s pain. The local community college
had a visiting artist who offered tutorials in gold leaf use in calligraphy, which was
a craft Nancy had long desired, so this was another pain-assuaging gift. There was
even a Wiggles concert for their little girl. There are always so many tiers to God’s
plans in our lives, more adventure than anticipated.
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The resulting book was Two way Aboriginal schooling (1990), which drew on
Stephen’s research and thoughts following a train of enquiry prompted by an Aborig-
inal Elder who had said that the new generations needed their own culture’s learning
but also wondered how to negotiate the wider knowledge needed to live in Australia.
The book was not without opponents, and some of these were very outspoken. Others,
however, had encountered the same concerns from Elders and entered the dialogue.
Several of these authors are included in this volume. An unexpected blessing on
our time at the University of Adelaide was that Dr Teasdale introduced us to
Merridy Malin, a graduate student working towards her PhD in a closely related
field. Following on from that time of friendship, Merridy took up an appointment at
the University in Darwin while Stephen was there and co-taught several courses. It
was a rich association.

When the book was completed and our year in Adelaide came to a close, Stephen
was approached to write a final-year course for Batchelor College. He had felt this to
be the natural follow-on from his work in bilingual education for children; that is, the
preparation of Aboriginal teachers so that they could be accredited to work in their
schools. He had thought his work at Batchelor would be a new long-term venture. I
understood his thinking, but I was not convinced and it did not turn out the way he had
hoped. My misgivings seemed to be borne out when he met extreme opposition from
guest staff, from a southern university, who were supported by a few of the resident
staff at the College. It was a rather painful time. Although these staff attempted to
turn the final-year Aboriginal students at Batchelor College against Stephen, his own
work and his family’s service on the settlements from the early 1930s consolidated
the students’ loyalty to him.

When he had finished that year of course writing, a colleague from the bilingual
program, Dr Brian Devlin, who was then a senior lecturer at the university in Darwin,
encouraged Stephen to apply for a lectureship which had opened up in the Aboriginal
Studies section. After prayer and seeking spiritual guidance, we felt this was the
right move, and his application was successful. This university work turned out to be
rewardingly productive in preparing teachers to work in cross-cultural classrooms, as
well as personally rich in the academic friendships there. One of his special delights
was getting to know some of the Indigenous academics and encouraging them to
follow their talents. Enabling Aboriginal education at all levels was embedded in
Stephen’s approach. His mother had not only taught children on the settlements
where she and his father had variously served, but would partner with, and bring into
her home to tutor, any adult who wanted to learn to read and write. After working
with horses and cattle, several young Indigenous stockmen stopped by on their way
back to camp to get in more practice reading and writing. Stephen’s mother also
used these times to translate the English Bible into Kunwinjku while they were at
Oenpelli, completing the Gospel of Mark, which was later published. (Her work was
revised when the whole of the Kunwinjku New Testament was published by the Bible
Society in 2018).

Long service leave in the second half of 1992 at Queens University in Ontario,
at the invitation of Dr Arlene Stairs, was a stimulating experience and a highlight in
Stephen’s academic career. Arlene introduced us to several First Nation educators
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and community education committees. As well, we attended the Inuit anthropo-
logical conference in Montreal, Quebec. There we heard painful stories of social,
cultural, and environmental desolation, as a result of European contact, which match
our Australian history. One Elder of the Blackfoot community took us to task for
not sending an Australian Aboriginal educator instead of ourselves. Stephen would
have liked to have seen that happen too and to have spent a whole ‘nother career
empowering Australian Aboriginal Educators. However, when we returned home,
following a routine health examination, he was diagnosed with prostate cancer. A
local Darwin surgeon with very little bedside manner slapped us with a ‘one year
or possibly two’ prognosis. I asked for a second opinion which we were reluctantly
granted and we saw a cancer specialist visiting from Adelaide. He was irate at the lack
of professionalism of the first opinion and said he had over 250 cases with histories
of remission after surgery. We found out that he was the top man in the field in South
Australia, and he was willing to treat Stephen. So began a different and challenging
journey again for us.

Retirement

This health issue brought into bold lettering where we wanted to be for this stage of our
life. While in Darwin we had been near my brother and his family, and now Stephen
needed the closeness to his family. His brothers and sister were down south, one in
Toowoomba, two brothers and his widowed mother on a property near Tamworth,
and his sister in Sydney. So he resigned from the academic life. We sold our house
and the two of us and our dog moved south. First, there was the cancer treatment to
be arranged with the surgeon in Adelaide. Our ‘second family’, Cos and Sue Russo
were then in Adelaide, so we stayed with them as we prepared for the surgery. We
joined their family and were welcomed in their church, which we appreciated. The
prayers for healing were such a positive experience that I asked the surgeon for a
further test to see the current stage of the cancer. He thought this was unnecessary and
said that everything was on schedule, but I insisted. The results came back ‘normal’.
He said he couldn’t explain it, but could only say to go home and be happy. Stephen
asked if he would like to hear our explanation and, surprisingly, he agreed. When we
told him about the prayers for healing, the surgeon said, ‘“Well, prayer doesn’t heal,
but it can comfort’. It had ‘comforted” Stephen into remission. We went home to his
brothers’ property, where we shared his mother’s cottage, while we thought about
‘what next?’.

The ‘what next’ that eventuated was buying a home in Tamworth, and Stephen
working with his beloved horses as he became a cowhand (my Texan description)
on his brothers’ beef cattle and sheep property. Once again, he was living out the
magic of oneness with a horse he had broken-in, now mustering cattle and sheep
for the varied tasks of farming. He took on the maintenance of the leather gear:
mending reins and bridle, hands mucky with saddle grease from conditioning all the
working gear, all the while roping nieces and nephews and Danish backpackers into
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projects. The Danish wife of Wilfred, one of his brothers at the farm, often invited her
countrymen for farm/work stays when they arrived at Barraba’s backpackers’ venue.
They were a rich mixture of young people, from those experienced with Icelandic
ponies, to a catwalk fashion model, to a contract shepherd broadening her expertise;
it was a Viking invasion. Stephen and our Danish sister-in-law, Louise, shared a love
of horses and of training them, so they took us to see the original Horse Whisperer
at work and brought home his training videos and books. And, yes, they put his tips
into practice.

Our trips to cattle shows and auctions (we had a small holding in the brothers’
Santa Gertrudis stud) were slowed down by stopping at any saddlery shop and talking
with the artisans. He and Louise each had a personally fitted saddle made by renowned
saddlers. And, of course, their working whips were specialist made with weighted
ends to the crackers; also their working boots and Akubras for the paddocks, and
dress boots and hats for the meets (Fig. 2.4).

The Australian Stockhorse was Stephen’s choice for work, and he wanted to breed
a line so that began another dream. This was interrupted for a bit when the cancer
which had been in remission returned. This time we opted for radiation treatment
rather than surgery, and a specialist from Sydney who made monthly check-up visits
to Tamworth took on his treatment. Over six weeks or more, staying in an apartment
near the Sydney hospital, Stephen had intermittent daily radiation therapy, which
was successful. Once he regained his strength there were no other side effects and

Fig. 2.4 It was characteristic of Stephen to spend time with his beloved horses when he could.
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this time no further cancer. Back to his Stockhorse interests again, and this time it
led him into wanting to get the stories of some of the stalwarts written. He just had
to write about whatever he was involved in! These articles were printed mainly in
the Australian Stockhorse Journal, and a few longer ones in other journals in the
field. The editor of the ASJ wrote him a note saying he always looked forward to
the next article, as did I. And the pride of his Stockhorse breeding was a handsome
violet-grey gelding which won two-year-old Champion of Show in Tamworth. The
young owner and rider rode him over to Stephen to show off all the ribbons around
his neck and the floral shoulder wreath of Champion.

Atthis time Stephen was facing his next health challenge, Parkinson’s disease. But
he was never deterred by being confined to a wheelchair. His gelding continued with
some winning performances. Another of his mares won first prize at the Warialda
Campdraft and the rider gave Stephen the winner’s ribbon. This rider, Vic Turner,
had become a good friend and was the subject of one of Stephen’s articles early on.
Stephen continued his creative writing and produced some articles at this time, not
about language and culture, but champion horses and their riders. For example, Artie
Hall, who lived near the Harris farm in Wee Waa, NSW, reminisced about seeing
two young boys, Stephen and Wilfred, playing by the river as he rode home from
a muster. Artie’s son, Terry, a drover, winner, and breeder of champion stockhorses
often took a young horse of Stephen’s to work out in his droving team. Stephen wrote
several pieces about him and the life he lived.

As Parkinson’s disease progressed, it robbed Stephen of his speech, his mobility,
and his manual dexterity, so he could no longer write or type, but it never touched
his courage or positive spirit. It finally took its toll when he could no longer chew or
swallow and needed palliative care. Even when depleted physically and very limited,
he was interested in the lives of those around him and offered care and support when
he could. He was especially concerned about one nurse, whose family had just been
massacred in religious reprisals in Africa. In that same week, when he was concerned
about his Carer, Stephen gently died in his sleep on 10th August 2020, just after I
had been with him. We had been talking about all our adventures together over the
previous 54 years. Stephen’s 78 years were as full as he could make them.

Joy Kinslow-Harris is a research linguist from Texas, USA. Her 1968 article in Australian Terri-
tories was the catalyst for the establishment of bilingual programs in the Northern Territory, for it
had argued that bilingual education was definitely possible, provided that Aboriginal people were
allowed to do the teaching in their own languages through a system of team-teaching in partner-
ship with qualified non-Aboriginal teachers. Her proposal was picked up in 1971 at a National
Workshop, which recommended that ‘...pilot projects be established’. When Joy met Stephen
Harris, she was undertaking research on Gunwingguan languages for a PhD thesis at Australian
National University. They were married in 1966. Later, when they were in Darwin, she started a
class in English for speakers of other languages at Nungalinya for theology students as well as a
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women'’s study group, which studied English language use in the community. From there she went
to Faculty of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies to manage an access course leading on
to university studies.



Chapter 3

Nomo Munanga, Main Kantriman (‘Not e
a ‘white’ Person, but my Regional

Kinsman’)

T. Ngarritjan Kessaris

Abstract Stephen Harris’s life, career and even his family’s history were bound up
with Aboriginal people, my people. This chapter tells one of many stories of Stephen
and his engagement with Aboriginal education, focussing on his role at what is now
Charles Darwin University, in the early 1990s. It is written from a personal perspec-
tive as a student of his, and also as a colleague based in an Indigenous learning
space in the university. It is also written from an Aboriginal positioning, informed by
colonially ordered Black and White relationships and the ascendancy of whiteness
in Australian universities. A key theme is Stephen’s visionary and strategic commit-
ment to supporting Indigenous leadership and privileging Indigenous knowledge,
and the methods employed to do so. A second and equally important theme, woven
throughout the chapter, is the mundane, everyday expression of colonial whiteness
in educational institutions and how, in varying degrees, the actions of Stephen Harris
had the effect of disrupting, defying and displacing it by empowering individuals,
and in multiple ways, supporting Indigenous identified goals.

Keywords Aboriginal education + Stephen Harris + Cross-cultural engagement *
Mentoring * Institutional whiteness

Introduction

I cannot help but tell parts of my own story as I pay tribute to Stephen Harris, but
I only do so to shine a light as brightly as I possibly can on a nurturing, faithful
and wise man of vision. While it was easy to recall how Stephen made a positive
difference in my life, it was not easy to choose the instances which had the strongest
or most far-reaching effect, as there were so many. So, I just began writing and as I
wrote, various principles came to light. These, which may otherwise have remained
hidden and unacknowledged, mostly relate to his quiet activism.
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One of the themes which runs through this chapter is Stephen’s commitment to
mentoring, and his friendship with Indigenous students, and this will be illustrated
with examples from my own life. The second is his visionary inclusion of Aboriginal
education into the Master of Education curriculum at the Northern Territory Univer-
sity (NTU) and my engagement with the course and its effects, which I experienced
as revolutionary. This necessarily includes many references to Dr Merridy Malin, a
contributing author, because she and Stephen were inseparably associated with that
course. The third theme is the mundane, everyday expression of whiteness in a tertiary
education setting and more importantly how the actions of Stephen and Merridy had
the effect of disrupting and defying it. Whiteness refers to the most common form
of systematic, racialised dominance, which in Australia is steeped in colonialism
(Anderson, 2002, Moreton-Robinson, 2013), embedded in the social practices of
common life and Australia’s institutions, including universities (Gunstone, 2009;
Larkin, 2013; Shore 2004, 2010). It is discursively pervasive (Green and Sonn, 2005;
Le Coutier and Augoustinos, 2001; Nelson, 2013; Pedersen et al., 2005; Priest et al.,
2016) and ’continue[s] the processes of economic and social ordering initiated in
colonial times’ (Shore 2004, p. 93).

These themes are articulated here in story form using principles taken from Indige-
nous standpoint theory, as a way of knowing and being, in the context of everyday
life experiences (Moreton-Robinson, 2013/2015; Nakata, 2007; Rigney, 2006; Smith,
1999). The final theme is to highlight how Stephen used his academic influence to
support Indigenous-identified goals at the Northern Territory University (NTU), and
how in doing so he and other non-Indigenous allies helped broaden the parameters
of Aboriginal Education and seriously increased the Indigenous status institutionally
at NTU (now known as Charles Darwin University) at that time. The place on which
this all occurred was Larrakia country, where almost all of my formal western educa-
tion took place—primary, secondary and tertiary—and I acknowledge that wonderful
privilege and pay my sincere respects to the Larrakia people.

The Mentoring Begins

My office at NTU was located at the main back entrance of the Education Faculty
building and it had an unremarkable view, for it looked out onto a large greywater
tank situated on the edge of a bitumen car park and was right next to the external
sliding doors that constantly and noisily opened and closed. The back entrance led
directly to classrooms and wide halls that accommodated a lot of foot traffic and
student chatter. Most of the other staff offices had views of garden greenery and quiet
corridors or were next to administration areas. My allocated location was probably
the least desired space in the building. However, it was strategically desirable for me,
because I felt out of place academically and culturally, so being located next to the
back door meant I could easily come and go and avoid constant socialising. Firstly,
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I was newly graduated, so I felt educationally inferior among the main faculty body,
many having taught me at some point in my courses. However, there were a few in
the building who did not yet have higher degrees, at least not PhDs, and it included
some adult educators whose offices were around the corner from mine. Greg Shaw
was one of them and was especially welcoming to me in that corner of the world.
Many years later, as a professor and Dean, he was very instrumental in salvaging my
PhD studies after a long period of absence mainly because of ill-health. Secondly,
from a cultural perspective, this less-populated part of the building meant I could
work more comfortably with Indigenous students and not worry if we laughed too
much, or too loudly or didn’t speak ‘proper’ English or needed to talk or cry about
the stresses and pressures associated with being Black and poor and studying.

The year was 1990, and I was employed at the university as a lecturer in the Centre
for Aboriginal Islander Studies (CAIS), and I had recently commenced a new role in
the Faculty of Education, as an Academic Counsellor for Indigenous students enrolled
in Education courses. This was in addition to teaching Indigenous students in bridging
and certificate level courses in the CAIS. The Education role was an initiative of the
CAIS to support Indigenous students in mainstream courses. It was in this context that
one day a stranger appeared in my office doorway, introducing himself as ‘Stephen
Harris’. I think he also said something about working in the faculty and that he was
making contact with Indigenous academic staff at the university to see if we were
interested in further study. He went on to ask directly if I was interested in enrolling
in a Master’s program. My initial reaction to his idea was ‘Absolutely not’! I felt
immediately anxious at the thought of more study. Having completed undergraduate
studies as a single parent of two young boys on a limited income and a tight regime
of constant deadlines, I found it was a stressful, lonely, strained existence and not
one that I wanted to repeat anytime soon.

I had no idea that he was a big name academic who was highly regarded within
the university and faculty or I would have had a greater sense of the intentionality
of the stranger’s visit, his encouragement of me to pursue further studies, and his
overall interest in Indigenous staff. He seemed like a nice man, very genuine and
friendly but, I figured I had already achieved what I set out to do. I had persevered
with tertiary education not only for employment purposes, but because if I attained
some letters after my name, it could prove my worth somehow. Now that I was an
Aboriginal person with a diploma and a university degree, I had made it. At that
stage there were also relatively few Indigenous graduates and my employability was
high. So, I didn’t immediately recognise that the stranger called Stephen had come
bearing gifts.

Undeterred by my immediate rejection of the suggestion to start a Master’s degree,
he continued to provide some career advice and explained that I would need more than
a Diploma of Teaching and Bachelor of Education if I was planning to remain working
in a university context and he followed up with the offer of support and practical
steps for the way forward if I was interested. He also explained that I should begin
to write articles and get them published. The additional idea of writing articles was
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even more outrageous, because it seemed excessive, unnecessary and time-robbing.
I did not realise at the time how central publications were to an academic career, and
it took some time for me to appreciate their importance. Even as I went through the
motions of following Stephen’s lead and had two or three articles published, I still had
no real appreciation of what that meant. In any case, the advice of the stranger was
taken, and my life trajectory changed course in a way that was totally unexpected,
the impact of which will become clear. More importantly, an extraordinary teacher-
learner-mentor-friend relationship began.

That was my first encounter with Stephen Harris, who was gently persuasive, but
also quite convincing, for he encouraged me to see that what he was proposing was
not only important, but doable. In retrospect I now understand that he was also willing
to commit to a mentoring role that would require an ongoing commitment of time on
his part. Anyway, I enrolled in the Master of Education degree. He must have already
mapped out a program for me in advance because he recommended that I choose
the combination of half research, which he supervised, and half coursework made
up of four units. One was an Indigenous Education unit, which he wrote and taught,
a special study unit which he supervised, and served as a vehicle for writing the
literature review for the research, and two methodology units, written and taught by
Merridy. One of Merridy’s units was video-analysis, which was crucial to the research
portion of the course. The combination course was no doubt a ‘fast-tracking’ plan by
Stephen to equip me with theoretical understandings and skills in research as well
as the practical experience of undertaking independent research.

Research as Healing

The research topic I decided on was a comparative analysis of Indigenous parent
participation in Darwin school committee meetings. This was a topic that had
emerged from my involvement with my own children’s education at the time (Shane
and Brenton were then in high school) and, in the end, the research was wonderfully
pertinent and personally significant. I had expected the emphasis of the study to be
on broad sociopolitical manoeuvrings and structural barriers to decision making and
while this was generally true, the real heart of the study was sociolinguistic and
turned out to be a study of Aboriginal English, Aboriginal ways of using language
and Aboriginal meeting styles. I loved this research and was excited that I was
working in the realm of Indigenous ways of knowing and being which was familiar,
yet somewhat strange. That is, I operated instinctively in full working knowledge
of Aboriginal English, yet here I was seeing aspects of language emerging before
my eyes from the videotaped data that I was ‘oblivious’ to before, not knowing that
I knew it. I had videotaped and compared an Aboriginal parents meeting (called
ASSPA) with an all Anglo-Australian parents meeting and my findings on silence
are described below:
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The School Council meeting contained almost continuous speech. There were only three
silent gaps in the meeting, each for no more than five seconds. The ASSPA meeting had 35
separate incidents of silence, the longest totalling 90 seconds. In total silence made up for
approximately 9% of the ASSPA meeting time. In contrast, silence made up for only around
.2% of the School Meeting time. The ASSPA meeting had more than 40 times more silence
in it than the School Council meeting

(Ngarritjan-Kessaris 1997, p. 83).

This Master’s course was truly exciting! Even more significantly, it was empow-
ering and liberating. As I read the relevant literature for that research, which included
Christie (1985), Eades (1988, 1991), Enemburu (1989), Harris, (1984), Liberman
(1982), Malcolm (1982, 1992) and von Sturmer (1981), I saw a warm, courteous,
positive representation of my language use and culture. The view of culture presented
through a micro examination of language was incredibly affirming. Each article,
chapter or monograph I read was replacing inferiority with pride and was freeing
me of the colonial shackles of deficit language understandings. Until then I was
only vaguely aware of the concept of Aboriginal English, but certainly not as a rule-
governed dialect and a valid variety of English. I had grown up thinking of myself,
family and wider community as speaking slang and a deficit form of English. Yet,
reflected in the silence, was evidence of a great deal of caution and sensitivity and
respect shown by the ASSPA group in their dealing with requests for funding that did
not meet the criteria of the funding body. The importance of not offending was high
and the silence spoke loudly to me about sophisticated civility. Also, the method-
ology employed by using video recordings of the meeting captured small and large
body movements which were recognised as forms of communication much broader
than a simple reliance on spoken words. There were many actions and unspoken
words and ideas conveyed in the Aboriginal meeting which I was able to see as well
as hear. [ recognised too that language is also a practice and Aboriginal people often
read the whole body not just what comes off the tongue. The Anglo meeting was
much more dependent on written and spoken words, the emphasis being on written
words. Stephen artfully steered me through with his background in ethnology and
Aboriginal sociolinguistics.

Decolonising the Curriculum

The type of conceptual collaboration engaged in by Stephen and Merridy in the
Northern Territory, a place where 30 per cent of the population were Aboriginal—
the highest ratio of Indigenous to non-Indigenous in the country—was spectacularly
overdue. I offer a couple of reasons for the timing of the shift. At the individual
level, Stephen felt a personal affiliation with Aboriginal people, and so did his wife,
Dr Joy Kinslow-Harris, who conducted fieldwork on the Kunwinjku language in
the Gunbalanya area. (Later, she was also on staff at CAIS, lecturing Aboriginal
students). Also, both Stephen and Merridy did their doctoral studies in the US, which
has a longer history of racialised oppression and challenges to it. It is quite likely that
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Stephen and Merridy had returned to Australia equipped with a critical ‘outsider’
perspective that could more easily penetrate the opaqueness of the colonially ordered
and racially hierarchic Australian context, which so many are still conceptually and
ideologically trapped in. At the institutional and political level, Aboriginal education
policies were being developed, and a National Aboriginal Education Policy was in
place (1989), directing and influencing institutional strategic plans (Robinson &
Bamblett, 1998).

Merridy later introduced me to the topic of whiteness studies when we were
experiencing resistance from students in the social justice unit she coordinated, and I
tutored in. Whiteness theoretical development was well underway in the US but was
hardly known here. This was a life-changing concept for me and I began to reverse
the gaze.

Whiteness for so long had been kept out of view and considered unmarked, yet
Indigeneity was exhaustively defined and kept within the White gaze. The offi-
cial classificatory system that included ‘full-blood’, ‘half-caste’, ‘quarter-caste’,
‘octroon’, and the common terminology of ‘tribal’, ‘part-Aboriginal’ and ‘coloured’
was outright divisive with the effect of distinguishing between ‘authentic’ Indigenous
people who were expected to die out, and the rest, who were not authentic and in
different ‘stages’ of being assimilated and absorbed into White nationhood, meaning
second/third/ last class citizenship. The cohesiveness of foundational cultural princi-
ples made visible by Stephen and Merridy, bringing together their research in remote
and urban contexts, was wonderfully liberating. The binarism of authentic and inau-
thentic Indigeneity was being shown up as a false social construction. We are one
mob, but we are also a different-different mob: same, but different.

There were many powerful lessons that came out of their collaboration in that
Master’s degree and one, in particular, was a video Merridy showed from her doctoral
thesis about two family picnics. One family was white, and the other was Aboriginal.
One showed signs of a lot of preparation beforehand, such as packing a picnic rug,
plates, cups, cutlery and several Tupperware containers filled with fresh foods, and a
very busy mum who spent all her time trying to organise kids and foods and manage
play time and eating time. The other mum bought fish and chips and a large bottle
of soft drink on the way to the picnic ground. The paper wrapping for the chips
was used as plates, the kids ate when they were ready, food was saved for kids who
wanted to eat later, older kids helped supervise the younger kids and the mum looked
relaxed, enjoying the occasion. Through the mundane event of a picnic, Merridy
presented an analysis of contrasting examples of childrearing practices. Each mum
placed a different emphasis on what was important for that outdoor eating activity.
One placed more emphasis on the children’s nutritional needs, even though it was
an irregular occasion. The other placed the emphasis on having a relaxing time for
all, including herself, through a strategy of minimum effort, maximum enjoyment.
However, western society has been conditioned to see white mothering as responsible
and Indigenous mothering as neglectful. In reality, neither was the ‘correct’ model
and each had its pros and cons for both the mothers and the kids. That day, another
layer of deficit perceptions of my own mother had the rug pulled out from under
it. Merridy’s application of these differences in the classroom and the effect on
Aboriginal children was also educationally enlightening (Malin, 1994).
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So, the coursework units were seriously exciting! The first one I enrolled in was
Stephen’s Aboriginal Education unit, which I eagerly looked forward to each week. I
was like a dry sponge that drew in every word and emotion of positive representation
of Indigeneity and empowering theorists, exposing racism in education and reading
articles; for example, by Fordham (1988), Delpit (1988) and Bourdieu and Passeron
(1977). This was my 17th year of working my way through the levels of Australia’s
education system—12 years of primary and secondary schooling, and four years of
tertiary education—and this was the first time in my formal western education journey
that Aboriginal people and knowledge were in the curriculum and given privileged
status and positive representation. Since Stephen co-taught the course with Merridy,
an additional and precious teacher—learner—friend relationship formed with her too,
creating a threefold cord. Other CAIS colleagues and close friends who were enrolled
in the Master’s unit were Burke, Wiradjuri man, poet, fellow-contributor to this book
and author of award-winning Bridge of Triangles (2012) and Neil Harrison, who
edited Learning and teaching in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education
(Harrison & Sellwood, 2016).

Empathic Communication

Developing and maintaining relationships was a normalised teaching practice for
Stephen (and Merridy). His ‘first-contact’ was not just a kick-start strategy. He was
in it for the long-haul, always remaining in contact whenever he and Joy travelled or
moved away from the Territory, or when I did. Always, he encouraged me to keep
writing and achieving academic goals. An example of the many times he did this is
provided in an excerpt from a letter he wrote in September 1994. My family and I
had moved to Melbourne for my husband’s work and my youngest child, Heather,
was born there in June and was only about four months old.

I’m glad you’re getting back into study. I know it’s not the most important thing in the world
but it gives leverage later. And no, you are not too late to contribute to our next book. ...I
volunteered to take over the work in ... classes. That, plus the AEP Review I’m on (8 trips
to Canberra so far) has really thrown me. So I'm now a semester behind with the book. So
if you could get a chapter to me by end of October (which is end of classes here) I’ll give
you feedback. If you can do it sooner that would be nice too. I think it will be easy for you
to write.

He was a busy man and time was limited, but he made time for communication—
affective, empathetic communication where logic and emotions were connected
(Decety & Jackson, 2004; Eres & Molenberghs, 2013; Williams & Cooper, 2019).
As well, conversations were spontaneously smattered with Kriol words, they seemed
to be part of who he was and it resonated deeply with me, especially when he spoke
like that in class. A very common word for him was nomo, which means ‘no, not, no
more, or no other’ (Summer Institute of Linguistics online Kriol dictionary 1980—
1990s). From my understanding, it can also mean ‘do not, did not’. Even a ‘simple’
word like that struck chords at a deep level and buttressed my identity, which was
always quite fragile in a western learning context. This was the first-time words from
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my language and kantri (country) were spoken by a non-Aboriginal teacher in a
teaching context, especially someone in a senior position. He also scheduled time
to just yarn at my request, because I was very interested in his early life and family,
especially because of the connections with my family and history and because I had
learnt that his parents had been missionaries at Roper River Mission (Ngukkur, NT)
and the Groote Eylandt Mission for ‘half-castes’.

Stephen also spent some of his childhood at the Roper River mission and no doubt
learnt Kriol then. As well, he told me he went back to the NT in the Oenpelli area,
now Gunbalanya, as a stockman working in the buffalo industry with his brothers,
after finishing his university degree. His stockman experience took him to a new
level of respect in my estimation and I loved hearing about the horses he and Joy
owned when he returned to his family property outside of Tamworth after retiring
from CDU. I recall as a teenager, spending hours sitting up on the top rail of the
cattle yard watching horses being ‘broken-in’ and ready to be ridden. At one stage I
even bought my own horse, but that’s another story. Stephen was practical, not just
a man of theory, and over the years, he shared so much of his own philosophy about
life and faith that I learnt principles and practical wisdom that have stayed with me.

Historical Family Connections

However, it was Stephen’s family and personal history with the Roper River and
Groote Eylandt Missions for ‘half-castes’ that held the deepest interest for me. These
were institutions that I also had family connections with. My maternal grandparents
had been sent there in a previous era, removed from their families under broad inter-
ventionist powers of The Aboriginals Ordinance 1911 Act no. 16/1911 (HREOC,
1997). My grandfather, Simon Hume, who became James Wesley (names were
changed at baptism), was sent to the Roper River Mission in 1914 via the Borroloola
Police Station along with his sister Alice, who became known as Isabella. She was
around four years old and Simon/James was two years younger. My grandmother
Dolly/Dorcas Gray, who in adulthood married James, was taken there in the same
year, when she was about one year old. Their mothers were from the Alawa, Mara
and Garrwa clans in the area, but were classified as ‘half-castes’ since they had White
fathers. Ten years later, when the more isolated half-caste mission at Groote Eylandt
was ready for occupation, they were sent there as the first group in 1924. Dorcas and
Jim were married at Groote Eylandt in 1928/29 and afterwards moved back to Roper
River. I grew up hearing stories about their life on both missions because Nanna
Isabella, my grandfather’s sister, raised my sister Robyn and me for a good part of
our childhood. We lived with her on a cattle station in Mudburra country, not too
far away, which is where I first learnt Kriol. My mother was born at Roper River
and she grew up speaking Kriol fluently. Her older sister, Helen, could also speak
Rembarrnga.

For many Aboriginal people in the Roper River area, the mission was considered a
safe place and families often camped nearby (Edmonds, 2007), even though the half-
caste children were housed in dormitories within the mission compound. The Roper
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was an area that had been devastated by systematic violence including massacres,
not just sporadic reprisals, during the pastoral boom of the late 1800s to the start
of the 1900s. Gabarla Minimere, whose English name was Barnabas Roberts, one
of the very highly respected and lovingly remembered old people among my Alawa
relations, shared with John Harris (2015) that his father had been shot in one of the
Roper Valley massacres in the early 1900s and that perhaps all his people would have
been shot if not for the arrival of the missionaries.

Genocide in the Pastoral North

At least 50 massacre sites have been identified in the Roper River and southern
Arnhem region (Roberts, 2009). The massacres were often police backed and led,
using high-powered rifles and no shortage of ammunition. Snider rifles, used by the
military, were replaced by the even more powerful Martini-Henry rifles in 1881,
which had devastating effects as he describes below:

The enormous bullets caused horrific injuries to those notkilled outright. If fired into a crowd,
a single bullet could pass through one person and kill or maim others. The Martini-Henry
could kill at more than one kilometre. Both weapons could kill an elephant. Why would
a police force need military rifles that could kill elephants? The primary role of the police
was not to maintain law and order but to make the Territory safe for whites and their cattle,
regardless of the cost to Aboriginal welfare and life.... Successive governments issued the
police with unlimited ammunition and the authority to use it; they also issued arms to civilian
punitive parties. They kept sending the ammunition in massive quantities to the Territory,
knowing it was being used for a single function: to shoot the blacks (Roberts, 2009, p. 48).

There were also mercenary mass killings ordered by The Eastern and African
Cold Storage Company owners, who had bought up swathes of pastoral leases by
1903 covering a large tract of Indigenous lands in the Roper River region. Mercenary
hunting raids were organised to clear the land of blacks and make way for cattle and
moneymaking (Edmonds, 2007; Merlan, 1978; Roberts, 2009). For example, white
contract musterer, George Conway, when he was interviewed in 1957, spoke of how
he was ‘hired to lead a hunting expedition into Arnhem Land in 1905 or 1906, and
that his party had killed dozens of Aborigines’ (Merlan, 1978, p. 87). Some groups
sought safety from a sprinkling of benevolent station owners and some groups were
afforded a degree of geographical protection by retreating into inaccessible hilly
country such as in southern Arnhem Land, but the Roper area was flat country and
there was nowhere to hide (Edmonds, 2007). The establishment of Christian missions
in the area, such as the Roper River Anglican Mission in 1908, became places of
refuge in those fearful times. Edmonds gives a summary of how that intense period
of physical violence drew to a close:

In 1908, the Church of England established the Roper River Mission through the adminis-
tration of the Christian Mission Society. The ‘Eastern and African’ ceased operation in the
same year and both events are remembered by Aboriginal people of the region as marking
the beginning of peaceful relations. The charge (instructions) delivered to the missionaries
in Melbourne in 1908 shortly before their departure, made it clear that the objectives of the
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mission were to be both spiritual and practical. The missionaries were bringing both ‘Chris-
tianity and civilisation’. Yet the mission was perceived by the local people as a sanctuary,
within the protection of which they believed they were safe from European violence. By
1909, over 200 people had gathered at the mission, the remnants of the Mara, Wandarang,
Alawa, Ngalakan and Ngandi tribes, as well as the southernmost members of Rembarrnga
and Nunggubuyu tribes. (2007, p. 195)

Australian history is steeped in imperial and colonial ideology that is infused
with scientific beliefs in white supremacy, evidenced by policies and practices that
were devastating for Indigenous people. From the outset, both physical and cultural
genocide were actualised by corporeal and emotional violence. The aggressive subju-
gation of Aboriginal people by guns and poison, including massacres is well docu-
mented (Edmonds, 2007; Reynolds, 2013; Roberts, 2009; Ryan, 2012, 2018) and the
most recent, an attempted mass poisoning happened in the 1980s in Alice Springs
(Gosford, 2020). In this latest case, tragically two people were killed, and 15 others
were harmed, but survived. Coroner Barritt, who presided over the coronial hearings,
found that a bottle of wine laced with strychnine was left as poisoned bait on the
29th March 1981, with intentions to kill all who drank it. The bottle was deliberately
placed at the back of the Uniting Church in the main street of Alice Springs, a well-
known Indigenous meeting place. The identity of the murderer was not discovered,
and the case remains unsolved (Gosford, 2020).

Transcending Distrust and Distance

I have presented the harsh frontier attitudes and actions enacted against Indigenous
people in the Northern Territory as a sharply focused backdrop for the way history has
helped shape commonly held white attitudes of unworthiness held about Indigenous
people. In general, Whites and Blacks had been socialised into mutual distrust and
white society generally required other whites to maintain distance (McGrath, 1987).
However, despite strong societal pressure to the contrary, some white Australians
have resisted and challenged the expectations of social and physical distance. Of all
the distances created by white colonial ideology that need to be drastically shortened,
the distance between mind and heart can be the hardest to reduce.

Looking back even further, to grade seven my final year of primary school, I had
a teacher, Mr Steve Cinzio, who also encouraged me and treated me in a way that
I felt valued. I cannot recall any specific incidents that stand out, but in general, he
conveyed high expectations of me, and I graduated from grade seven with the highest
marks in the class. I had felt like an individual, not like the poor ‘half-caste’ kid who
wore no shoes and for whom lunch often depended on whether it was pay-week or
grandpa’s pension day. It was an era where the only presence of Indigeneity in the
Australian school system was the bodies of the Indigenous students themselves.

There have always been White Australians who have stood with and for Aboriginal
people and have refused complicity with expected notions of the superior/inferior
essentialising of White and Black identities. Stephen Harris was such a person. He
used his influence in the university to empower at the individual level and at the
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corporate level. He used his positional privilege, knowledge power and his White-
skin social capital to effect change, wherever he saw an opportunity to do so. He also
had a conscious deliberateness to use his position and influence at NTU to empower
Indigenous people. Stephen worked not only from the inside of the institution, some
of which has been described, but also from the outside, influencing policy and external
funding opportunities. As he mentioned in his letter, he was part of the national
Aboriginal Education Policy (AEP) Review and was travelling frequently to and
from Canberra for this purpose.

Between 1993 and April of 1994, I was acting Deputy Director at CAIS and
had academic and curriculum responsibilities. (In April I left to go on maternity
leave, which was extended to leave without pay while I was in Melbourne). Together
with Dr Bill Perrett, we began work on developing two new postgraduate Indigenous
courses at CAIS and Stephen was one of the key academics on the academic advisory
committee for these two courses with the task of providing advice and ensuring
academic integrity. The committee advised us to put forward a proposal for a Bachelor
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (BATSIS) as well, to provide a ‘home’
for the post-graduate programs rather than ‘floating’ on their own. Joy Kinslow-Harris
was on staff in CAIS as well, lecturing in the Aboriginal Field Officers’ Course,
so I have no doubt that she also provided behind-the-scenes support and input to
the process. Since the academic structure of centres within the university generally
limited their teaching capacity, attention was also given to the suitability of CAIS’s
structure to accommodate the changes and, in 1993, NTU Council redesignated CAIS
as a Faculty (Berzins and Loveday, 1999, p. 204, cited in El-Ayoubi 2004).

CALIS thus emerged as a Faculty in 1995 where it increased in teaching status becoming the
Faculty of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (FATSIS). The Faculty in a short
time was to offer two new postgraduate programs, and the BATSIS undergraduate course.
(El-Ayoubi 2004, p. 74)

This was a major achievement and it also attracted funding (Berzins and Loveday
1999, p. 204, cited in El-Ayoubi 2004), which El-Ayoubi notes was directly related
to the implementation of the national Aboriginal Education Policy (2004). Stephen’s
frequent trips to Canberra on AEP business were evidently worth it.

As I progressed through the Master’s course, the faculty building in general
became an exciting place to be and as a staff member I stopped anxiously hiding
out on the fringes. My Indigeneity had been so often a lightning rod for uninformed
comments in casual conversations, that at one time I had even tried to avoid using
the main photocopier in the administration area, to reduce any potential for that to
occur. The photocopier had become a site of anxiety, until proven otherwise. Thank-
fully, I began to lay aside the multiplicity of tactics employed to handle my anxieties
associated with the normality of whiteness in large institutions. Even though I had
already comfortably spent three years in the building as an undergraduate, I was not
alone; there were other Indigenous students in the course with me: Phillip Rankin,
Doug Rosas and Geoffrey Shannon and together we created our own cultural safety
until we got to know the rest of the cohort and then became one mob with them.
The post-grad experience was not just a western process of jumping through hoops
to get a piece of paper, a promotion and a couple more letters after my name. It was
meaningful and fulfilling and for the first time, Aboriginally affirming.
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Thanks to Stephen and his hands-on approach during that time, and a bit later, I
had also produced more publications, which I would not have pursued by myself.
I saw it it as a vague option, not as an academic necessity. He made visible the
whole picture of academia, not just the formal qualifications aspect, and facilitated
a pathway into it. My cultural and family responsibilities constantly pressed against
that type of career where the workday did not end at 5 pm, Monday to Friday. I had
eight siblings and a large extended family and Stephen (and Merridy) understood the
reality of those responsibilities and pressures. I was able to keep going despite the
challenges. The very first publication was a verbal story which he transcribed and
gave back to me for editing, while he sought an appropriate journal, then submitted
it. I wrote it using a writer’s name to preserve ethical principles regarding one of my
experiences on practicum. [ was quietly delighted with the outcome. I managed to
complete the Master of Education Degree, and of course, the ink had hardly dried
when Stephen came to talk to me again about a good topic for my PhD! He was a
man with long-term plans.

Main Kantriman

It is my enormous privilege to be part of this book, which honours an extraordinary
man, who I owe a great debt of gratitude to. He not only helped me personally, but
I witnessed him use his influence to advance broader Indigenous aspirations at the
Northern Territory University. He was a determined, humble activist, whose actions
spoke as loud as his words. When talking with Joy at the very start of this project, she
told me a story that when Stephen was with the Department of Education he went
out to Ngukurr with a colleague on official business and upon introducing himself to
one of the older women, she realised who he was and exclaimed, ‘Oh, our Stephen’.
When he was a young boy in Alawa country, I believe his heart had laid down roots
there. He would always belong and was seen through eyes of recognition. I also saw
him as declining to be white the way white was normally expected to be. He was my
regional kinsman. He belonged. Nomo Munanga, main kantriman.
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Chapter 4 ®
Language, Heart and Mind: Can i
Aboriginal Languages Be Revived?

John Harris

Abstract This chapter explores John Harris and Stephen Harris’s shared interest in
Aboriginal languages and their intrinsic role in the maintenance of culture. The words
of a rap song performed by Groote Eylandt youth say ‘We walk two roads’, a major
theme of Stephen’s life work in bilingual education, what he called ‘two-way educa-
tion’. The rap song also proclaims, ‘Strong language, strong mind’, naming the deep
truth that language is the carrier of culture, without which culture cannot be labelled,
envisioned or discussed. The chapter then goes on to consider damaged or ‘sleeping’
languages and whether they can be ‘reawakened’. A major case study demonstrates
that Bible translation into the endangered Nyoongar language has prompted language
recovery and raised people’s sense of identity and self-esteem.

Keywords Aboriginal languages * Aboriginal education - Bilingual education -
Language preservation + Language and thought - Language revival - Stephen
Harris - John Harris - Anindilyakwa - Nyoongar + Bible translation - Identity

On a beach in the north of Groote Eylandt, Aboriginal teenagers rap and sing,
performing a new hip-hop dance, sung entirely in their Anindilyakwa language:
Yirra-langwa Angalya Ayangkidarrba, ‘Our Home Island’ (Warnumamalya, 2019).

Mikbamurra, this is our country where we live.
This island belongs to us Yirrandilyakwa people.
This language belongs to us people.

This is Anindilyakwa we are speaking...

They tread on sand and rock and water. They dance with joy. They sing with
conviction.

Song, dance, story.

We still carry it today.

J. Harris (<)
ACT, Canberra, Australia
e-mail: john.harris @biblesociety.org.au
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When we dance alukwaya, we can feel our ancestors.
Ngeniyerriya, Ngeniyerriya.l

Stephen would have loved this performance. Then the dancers sing two phrases
which sound almost as if Stephen had written them himself.

Yirrama yuwarnuma ambilyuma manurukwa.

‘We follow two roads.

Stephen was convinced that the very survival of Aboriginal people as a distinct
people depended on their becoming truly bicultural, fully able to live in two cultural
worlds. He was convinced of the need for an education which ‘simultaneously main-
tained Aboriginal culture and taught a power-giving knowledge of Western culture’
(Harris, S. 2003, p. 57). He wrote Two-Way Aboriginal Schooling to set out this
important concept (Harris, 1990). He and I had already co-authored an article on
the need for schools and Western teachers to understand Aboriginal communication
styles and ways of learning (Harris, S., and Harris, J. 1988). The sad thing for Stephen
was that he felt, not only that he needed to educate teachers and officialdom about
the value of Bilingual Education, but that he also increasingly found that he needed
to defend it, particularly against sceptical decision-makers who controlled funding.

Stephen and his wife Joy made the difficult decision that he would choose Aborig-
inal education as a career path over the lure of farming with his brothers—and those
of us who admire him and his work are glad he did. Fortuitously, as it happened,
he made this commitment around the same time that bilingual education became an
official reality in the Northern Territory.

Gough Whitlam, as Leader of the Opposition in the Federal Parliament, wanted
to find a new initiative in Aboriginal Affairs, something revolutionary and attention-
grabbing, something he could implement as soon as he became Prime Minister,
an innovative program which signalled his government’s commitment to a new and
progressive approach to the educational needs of Indigenous people. He began quietly
talking to people in Aboriginal education and by the time he became Prime Minister
late in 1972, he knew what he would do. He was going to promote the use of Aborig-
inal languages in Aboriginal schools, and he was going to do it immediately in the
Northern Territory, because Whitlam knew he had the power to rapidly introduce a
new way of schooling in the Commonwealth’s own Territory. He announced the new
and innovative program on the day he became Prime Minister.

The program was up and running with remarkable speed early in 1973. There
was great excitement. Teachers, dare I say it, the best teachers, were enthusiastic.
Specialist bilingual education teachers were trained and appointed. An Aboriginal
Teaching Assistant course was commenced. A head office unit of advisors and support
staff was formed. Stephen was invited to join this Bilingual Education Section, as it
became known, before he had completed his PhD studies at the University of New
Mexico.

Gough Whitlam, however, was ousted and very shortly afterwards the Northern
Territory was granted self-government. In the Territory, the conservative County
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Liberal Party government, with a different set of priorities, would hold power for a
quarter of a century. It was easy to destroy the Bilingual Education program incre-
mentally with a time-honoured political ploy—gradually underfund low-priority
programs until you can point out that they are not working. It was true that funding
was not the only factor in the slow winding back of Bilingual Education in the
NT. There were too few trained Aboriginal teaching assistants, let alone Aboriginal
teachers, and it was often hard to find suitable people in the community compe-
tent in the local language to work as untrained classroom assistants. There were
linguists who disagreed about orthography and spelling. But funding was always the
main factor behind most decisions. The cutting of funds led to a continual reduc-
tion of staff. Whenever there were large-scale cuts to the public service, bilingual
education staff were disproportionately included. In 1978, for example, there were
10 advisors in the head office servicing bilingual education programs throughout the
Northern Territory. By 1991, there was only one. In 1998, defunding bilingual educa-
tion unashamedly became the stated policy: to ‘progressively withdraw the Bilingual
Education program, allowing schools to share in the savings and better resource the
English language programs’ (Devlin, 2021).

Just before that statement appeared, Stephen and Joy left the Northern Territory.
Partly this had to do with his health, his desire to be closer to his mother, and his
disappointment at the way Aboriginal education was faring, as well his perceived
inability to improve that situation. By the time his Two-Way Schooling had been
published, official support for bilingual education was observably declining and
would be taken away not long after he left. Stephen felt misunderstood, even by
the new generation of Aboriginal teachers in whose hands would lie the future of
Aboriginal education in Aboriginal communities of the Northern Territory (Harris,
2003, pp. 53-55). Stephen would have welcomed the current awareness of the impor-
tance of preserving Indigenous languages and the many school programs now being
implemented around Australia. It is sad that this community awareness and the
Government-funded programs are happening beyond his lifetime.

Language and Mind—Conceptualising Reality

The rap-dancing Groote Eylandt teenagers sang another phrase that would have sent
Stephen’s heart racing, a phrase carrying an extremely important message with a
very deep meaning.

Eningaba ayakwa. Marrbuda mangma

Good language. Strong mind.

Here, young Anindilyakwa speakers, singing from their own country, express
deep truths. At one level, they proclaim the link between competence in mother
tongue and cultural survival. It has often been said that the loss of language, the loss
of culture and the loss of a people are one and the same thing. Language is by far the
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most important means by which a culture is expressed. A particular language like
Anindilyakwa names everything that matters to the culture of the Warndilyakwa, the
speakers of that language.’

At an even deeper level, the rap dancers declare the indivisible relationship
between language and thought itself. Take language away and you can no longer
label your world, no longer fully conceptualise it. Take away the language path-
ways of the brain and you can no longer expand and develop your mind from the
information gained from the language of others, no longer discuss, let alone defend,
those issues of society and culture and the future that truly matter. Take away the
specific language in which a people’s culture is conveyed and the complex patterns
and realities of traditional culture, all unlabelled and all unexpressed, cannot survive
or can only survive in a very simplified and token form.

The most important relationship between language and culture that gets to the heart of what

is lost when you lose a language is that most of the culture is in the language and is expressed

in the language. Take it away from the culture, and you take away its greetings, its curses,

its praises, its laws, its literature, its songs, its riddles, its proverbs, its cures, its wisdom, its

prayers. The culture could not be expressed and handed on in any other way. What would
be left? (Fishman, 2007, p. 72)

Stephen and I knew this long ago. Our lives were curiously interconnected. We
were both sons of CMS missionaries who knew each other and had served together.
We shared a childhood experience of Aboriginal children. We were inexorably drawn
back to the Northern Territory. Our lives were sometimes parallel, sometimes not.
However, at key times, our lives intersected. We shared a Christian community. Most
of all, Stephen and I shared a deep interest in Aboriginal languages and a passion for
their survival.

Thankfully, the last decade has seen a growing public awareness of the tragedy
of the long destruction of Aboriginal society, culture and language. This has come
partly from education, where a new national curriculum has helped a new generation
of Australians know far more about Indigenous culture and history than did their
parents and grandparents. It has also been helped by an ever-growing number of
Indigenous people entering higher education and the professions, able to speak with
knowledge and passion about their own people, about their past and their future.

One of the consequences of this new appreciation of Indigenous culture and
language has been the willingness of Federal and State governments to develop
policies regarding the support of Indigenous languages.

The languages of the first peoples of the land comprising New South Wales are
an integral part of the world’s oldest living culture and connect Aboriginal people to
each other and to their land.

As a result of past Government decisions Aboriginal languages were almost lost, but they
were spoken in secret and passed on through Aboriginal families and communities. Aborig-
inal people will be reconnected with their culture and heritage by the reawakening, growing
and nurturing of Aboriginal languages. (Preamble to the NSW Aboriginal Languages Act
2017)

For people to be able to ‘follow two roads’ as the Warnindilakwa young people
sang, there need to be strong policies and well-funded programs to help these young
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people achieve that dream: programs which enable the survival and use of tradi-
tional languages, as Stephen Harris had advocated. This is not exactly the same as
bilingual education, but once there is a changed attitude, leading to the widespread
and accepted use of traditional languages in the classroom, something not unlike
bilingual education will emerge again, born of Aboriginal people’s desires, born
of the understanding and encouragement of the wider Australian community and
supportive governments prepared to make positive language policies and fund the
necessary programs.

Language and Heart—Can Language Be Reawakened?

‘Not to lose you, my language’ were words spoken by a young Aboriginal girl in
Milingimbi when Stephen and Joy Harris were there, expressing her deep under-
standing of the importance of vernacular education. Her language may not have
seemed to be diminishing then (it was in full daily use among all age groups), but the
girl sensed and named something deeply significant. Her phrase became the title of
an important film about bilingual education in the Northern Territory (Film Australia,
1975).

The languages of Australia’s First Nations peoples are said to be dying. The losing
of a language is a tragic process. The loss of language, the loss of culture and the
loss of identity are inextricably linked. When the British invaded Australia in 1788
there were around 500 separate Indigenous languages. Now it is said that there are
perhaps only 13 languages which could possibly survive into the next generation.

In the 2016 census, 65,000 or 10 per cent of Indigenous people reported that they
spoke an Indigenous language at home. While many of these came from the few
surviving communities where an Indigenous language is fully spoken, many other
respondents who said they spoke an Indigenous language, came from places where
the language was declining. These people spoke English with an admixture of Indige-
nous words. Using and perpetuating those words meant a lot to them, reinforcing
their identity and their determination not to lose their language. These words which
people still use daily came from 160 different Indigenous languages, but the most
telling statistic is that of these 160 languages in which some words survive, only 13
Indigenous languages were fully spoken by children as their first language. Unless
something changes, these are the only languages which may be able to be properly
passed on to the next generation. Almost all these languages are spoken in communi-
ties in the north of the Northern Territory and in the Central Desert. Three of them are
languages of the communities where Stephen lived and worked—Djambarrpuyngu,
Kunwinjku and Anindilyakwa.

Australia cannot be complacent even about these 13 languages for they can be lost
very rapidly, in less than a generation. When I was principal of Bamyili School (now
Barunga) in the 1960s, older community members spoke Jawoyn as their primary
language. The younger members spoke Kriol as their primary language. In a family
I knew well, a woman born in 1933 spoke Jawoyn as her first language. Her younger
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sister, born only 6 years later, spoke Kriol as her first language. The difference was that
the younger woman had grown up during World War II when her family had been relo-
cated to a wartime ‘compound’ where they mixed with people of different language
groups and sometimes worked on a US base. In the war years, Kriol replaced Jawoyn
as the major community language. [ am not, of course, mounting a case against Creole
languages, which I defended years ago in my PhD thesis. I am, however, pointing out
how rapidly languages can be lost. It is true today that Kriol is gradually becoming
the language of choice for people on the borders of ‘Kriol Kantri’. Itis also true thatin
other places, the use of smaller traditional languages is declining, subsumed by larger
traditional languages, particularly if they are the languages of the powerful people.
But it remains true that the greatest language loss has been due to linguistic imperi-
alism, the conscious or unconscious imposition of English. And that continues today.
It is no longer necessary to destroy languages by forbidding their use in schools. The
modern world of television, computers, mobile phones and video games succeed
very well in relegating traditional languages to fewer and fewer contexts.

A difficultissue is that people do not realise that they are losing their language until
the process is well underway, a process that is difficult to reverse. I have often found
that Aboriginal people in traditional communities do not really believe that their
language can be lost. The adults speak the language all the time and the children all
seem to understand it. They do not realise that the children are losing their traditional
language, that they are using it in ever fewer contexts. The children are using English
or Kriol or even a more widespread traditional language and consequently, their
traditional first language is slipping into second place.

An encouraging sign, however, is that an increasing number of Indigenous people
elsewhere in Australia are becoming motivated to relearn their languages. This is
less difficult a task where there are still old people living who more fully speak the
language. The task is much more difficult where no full speakers of the undamaged
language remain. Many of these learners, however, do not think of their damaged
languages as ‘dying’, but as ‘sleeping’. Rather than reviving their languages, they
like to speak of ‘reawakening’ them.

It is, nevertheless, very difficult to reawaken a language in which there are no
accessible examples, no models of sustained continuous text. When a language is
declining, the grammar is among the first things to be lost. People retain concrete
nouns such as relationship terms, animals and implements, perhaps even short
everyday phrases such as ‘Come here’, or ‘I am hungry’. However, they lose
grammar; that is, they lose the linguistic means to join more than a few simple
words together into a coherent and grammatically correct sentence. They cannot
engage in a sustained conversation without English.

It is very difficult, therefore, if not impossible, to reawaken a sleeping language
without a model of how it was spoken, how it was put together. The most sustained
texts available in any Indigenous language are parts of the Christian Bible. Having
this Biblical material in an Indigenous language does not guarantee its survival—
there are many forces which can destroy languages. But having a part of the Bible
creates at least the possibility that the language can be recovered.
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This is not necessarily because of the nature of the Bible itself. The same value
could no doubt be given to any significant text, but there simply are no other substan-
tial texts. Relearning a language requires a sizable body of examples to illustrate how
that language is put together. The point is simply that no one other than Christian
missionaries ever bothered to do this. While Indigenous people owe a great debt
to linguists, anthropologists and others who compiled word lists, dictionaries and
grammars, no one other than Christian missionaries gifted Indigenous people with
such substantial models of continuous text. Some scholars recorded short traditional
stories and that is very important and helpful, but the translation of even part of the
Bible required a dedicated and concerted effort on the part of missionary translators
and their Indigenous colleagues over many years. No one other than them valued a
substantial text so deeply that they were willing to spend much, if not all, of their
lives translating it into an Indigenous language.

Some part of the Bible has been translated and published in 50 Indigenous
languages. The oldest of those translations are in languages which are no longer
fully spoken, yet the published texts provide precious and irreplaceable resources
for the reawakening of these languages. These include Ngarrindjeri (1864, SA),
Awabakal (1892, NSW) and Worrorra (1930, WA). Bible Society Australia regularly
receives requests from communities, universities and other educational institutions
for permission to republish historic translations such as these for language-learning
programs.

A highly significant recent phenomenon is the reawakening of Indigenous
languages through the process of Bible translation itself. These new projects have
invariably commenced through the initiative of Indigenous people themselves, who
are acutely aware of their language loss and want the Christian Bible, or part of it,
in their traditional language. This works as a catalyst in reawakening the language,
simply because those people are prepared to dedicate themselves to the task over
many years. Again, it must be acknowledged that, theoretically, spending years
struggling to translate any substantial text would have a similar result—but there
are simply no people inspired to do that, no text so important to Indigenous people
that some are prepared to give their lives to translating it.

Of those Indigenous people who report that they are relearning their language, the
single largest Indigenous group in Australia are members of the Nyoongar nation of
Perth and the south of Western Australia. Their motivation to do this owes much to
the Nyoongar Bible Translation Project.

The Story of the Nyoongar Bible Translation Project

In 1999, two Nyoongar women, sisters Lorna Little and Vivienne Sahanna,
approached me about the possibility of a Nyoongar Bible Translation. At the time, 1
was Director of Translation and Text in the Bible Society in Australia. The proposal
interested me greatly. The idea of translating Scripture into a damaged language was
itself a statement of hope to an oppressed people. It was a challenge which, if we
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could achieve it, if we could show that it could be done, would set an example to the
Bible Translation world.

The response of some of the Board members and senior staff of the Bible
Society was quite negative. This was 22 years ago and the notion of reviving and
protecting Aboriginal languages was not widely contemplated, let alone declared a
national priority. I was told this was nothing more than an academic exercise, an
esoteric linguistic experiment. What is the point of translating Scripture into a dying
language? Why should we waste Bible Society supporters’ self-sacrificial donations?

Others, however, glimpsed the possibilities and were prepared to support the
proposal. Finally, approval was granted to start a Nyoongar project, provided that the
costs could be fitted into the existing translation budget and that donations could be
raised to reimburse the costs. I agreed and, given the mixed support, also decided to
take on the role of Consultant to the project personally. Thus began a project unique
in the world, a Bible Translation Project unlike any other. None of us imagined at
the time how significant it would become.

Nyoongar Christians attended a meeting later in 1999 in Perth where the Nyoongar
Bible Translation project was formally established. Nyoongar Elder, Pastor Len
Wallam, was elected Chair of the project and Vivienne Sahanna its Secretary. Other
members of the translation team include Lorna Little, Tom Little and Joanna Corbett.
Non-Aboriginal members were respected missionary linguist, Wilf Douglas, and I,
as the Bible Society’s Translation Consultant.

From the very first meeting to establish the project, the Nyoongar Christians
unanimously wanted the first translation to be a Gospel—something I thought at
the time would be a hard task. I suggested the Gospel of Mark, traditionally the
first Gospel translated, because it is short. They did not want to work on Mark first
because, they argued, it contained nothing of Jesus’s birth and very little of Jesus’s
resurrection. That left a choice between Luke and Matthew and everyone accepted
my assurance that Luke was the easier of the two. So began the long task of finding
the words and the grammar to translate the Gospel of Luke, to re-express the life
of Jesus in the language of the Nyoongar people, a language which they loved but
which had been literally taken from them.

It was not a surprise that at their first meeting, the translation team asked whether,
before we started Luke, we could translate the Lord’s Prayer (a form of which is
in Luke 11:2-4). This has frequently been a first request and a translation priority
throughout the world, although it is surprisingly difficult. Thus it was that the first
Scripture translated into Nyoongar was ‘Our Father in heaven, your name is holy’.

Ngaala Maaman ngiyan yaaka yira moodlooka,
Our Father who stands above everything.
Noonang korl kooranyi.

Your name holy.

These deeply significant words were written on a Saturday afternoon late in 1999.
Pastor Len Wallam returned to Bunbury to lead the Sunday service at his church. He
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preached on the holiness of God. It was not until many years later, after Len’s death,
that the amazing story of that day was told. Len was a greatly loved and respected
man as both Nyoongar Elder and Christian Pastor, but he was also an angry man,
with a deep hurt inside him. Not only had he lost his traditional land and much of
his culture, but his language had been wrested from him. As a schoolchild, he had
been beaten if he was heard using Nyoongar and he had put his language away in
a deep, dark place. Preaching in English, he always spoke with clenched fists as
if restraining himself. When he stood to preach that memorable day, he used the
Nyoongar language from the pulpit for the first time. He said those first few phrases
of the Lord’s Prayer in his people’s own ancient language. It was a life-changing
moment for him. He unclenched his fists and opened his palms towards his people.
For ever after, he preached that way, with open hands.

We noticed the dramatic change in Len when he chaired the translation Committee
meetings. Not only was he part of the translation of Scripture into the Nyoongar
Language, but Len also got in touch again with the language of his people. His pride
in his language became increasingly obvious to members of his family, bringing
tremendous affirmation to their own desire to reawaken their language and to inspire
those they taught.

The Lord’s Prayer contains many translation challenges as it contains complex
ideas and grammar. We chose not to finish it at the time, leaving it until later when
the members of the translation team were more experienced. Instead, I suggested
a narrative, one of Jesus’s parables. The team took very little time to choose the
Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32). Everyone knew exactly what a prodigal son was and
it touched a chord with them. The little book, The Lost Son, was published in 2002.
Cheaply printed, with Wilf Douglas’s simple line drawings of an Aboriginal lost
son, the booklet was an instant success. It was dedicated in a moving service at St
George’s Cathedral, Perth. Len Wallam read the parable in Nyoongar from the great
Waalitj eagle lectern. It was the first time ever that the Bible had been read in a
Christian church in the Nyoongar language, in the language of the land upon which
the cathedral stood. It seemed to me that from that moment on, the people knew they
could translate a whole gospel.

And they did. It took them 15 years. The Nyoongar words already known and
used by the translators were a valuable beginning but far from sufficient for the
Bible. Words had to be sought from wordlists compiled by settlers and sailors and
missionaries. Old people were interviewed. Grammar was reconstructed from the
bones of old sentences recorded more than a century ago. And people remembered
the language they had heard in childhood. Words arose in their minds and hearts from
the hidden depths where they had long been locked away. Some words and phrases
came during sleep as people dreamed of their mother’s lullabies or their grandfather’s
storytelling, words hidden deep within them but now remembered again.

After a year or two, we did indeed translate the whole of the Lord’s Prayer. It
was printed on cards the size of a credit card so people could carry it with them. A
Nyoongar woman who was a gaol visitor gave them to Nyoongar prisoners. ‘There
was no way many of them would speak to me if I mentioned anything Christian’,
she said. ‘They would turn away. But they took the little Lord’s Prayer cards from
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my hand because it was in their own language, the language of their ancestors and
their land’.

Not all the translators lived to see the final result of their work and join in the
joy of its dedication. Wilf Douglas died in 2004, Len Wallam in 2008 and Lorna
Little in 2011. We were a very small translation group when Warda-Kwabba Luke-
ang (Good News of Luke) was finally published in 2014. But the Nyoongar people
rejoiced. Again at St George’s Cathedral, smoke swirled around the great Waalitj
eagle lectern as Tom Little read the Gospel in Nyoongar and Vivienne Sahanna was
presented with an award.

The format of this translation of the Bible was a world first. It is a beautifully
illustrated and presented book but, as the reawakening of a sleeping language, it
needed to be very accessible to those encountering Nyoongar for the first time. On
the left-hand page is the Nyoongar text of Luke and on the right-hand page is an
English ‘back translation’, that is, an exact translation of the Nyoongar text as a
learning aid. At the bottom of every page is a glossary of all the new Nyoongar
words on the page with their English meanings.

Nyoongar educator, Charmaine Councillor, of the Nyoongar Language Centre,
recently spoke about Warda-Kwabba Luke-ang. ‘You have given us back our
language’, she said. “We now have a model of how it should be spoken’.

Led by Tom Little, a new group of people are coming together to continue the
Nyoongar Bible Translation project, aiming particularly to train a younger generation
to take over. Tom knows that there is, nevertheless, a long and challenging road
ahead. He has already translated the book of Ruth. Beautifully illustrated in colour
by Daphne Davis, an Aboriginal artist, Bardip Ruth-Ang (The Story of Ruth) was
published in 2020.

The Nyoongar people appreciated the book of Ruth for its insights into the prac-
tices of a traditional culture with features not unlike their own. A striking case was
the Hebrew word goel, which was the traditional role of the man Boaz who rescued
Ruth. This was the man whose role was to protect, redeem and restore a woman who,
through the death of her husband, found herself without a protector and without an
inheritance in the land. English Bible translations struggle to find a word to describe
this role, unfamiliar in the Western world. Modern translations use the awkward
term ‘kinsman-redeemer’, but it is a strange and difficult neologism to most people.
Tom Little, however, knew a precise word in the Nyoongar language to describe a
Nyoongar man with that exact role—moorditj-moyiran. The Nyoongar people know
this word well and easily translate it as ‘right-way man’. In Nyoongar culture, the
moorditj-moyiran, the ‘right way man’, is the man in the correct relationship to a
woman in need with the responsibility for her. He is duty-bound to become the
protector, redeemer and even sometimes the husband of a woman in need of security.
There is no language in the world with a better word to translate goel.

There are critics of Bible translation who say that to promote Christianity is to
destroy Aboriginal culture and identity. But this is simply not true and especially it
is not true when the translation is the desire and the responsibility of the Aboriginal
people themselves. Receiving their language back again is the most powerful rejuve-
nation of culture. In particular, the translation of the Bible into their own traditional
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language confirms the deep Aboriginal traditional understanding that the world is a
created place, a spiritual place. It is a profoundly significant thing that Aboriginal
Christian people, encountering the Scriptures in their own language for the first time,
find their traditional identity reinforced rather than weakened. They feel even more
strongly about their land when they come to see it as the gift of Boolanga-Yira, of
the God for whom and in whose name they must care for it as a sacred place. This
is no better expressed than in the “Welcome to Country’ which the Nyoongar Bible
translation team members were asked to produce.

Boolanga-Yira, ngalang Maaman, baal warn nidja boodjer.
God, our Father, he made this land.

Boolanga-Yira miyalitj boodjer baal kwadja warn.
God saw the land he had made.

Boolonga-Yira waangki, ‘Baal kwabba’.

God said, ‘It is good’.

God put Nyoongar people in the land.
Boolanga-Yira warranga ngalang maam-inrama,
God told our ancestors,

‘Noonooka djarnyak karrodjin nidja boodjer’.
“You must look after this land’.

Ngala yanganan noonooka nidja kooranyap-ak.
‘We welcome you to this sacred place.

Kana bedik-bedik boodjer-al.

Tread softly on the land

Walk on the land in peace.

Boolanga-Yirang kol-al. Kaya.

In God’s name. True/Amen.

Yes it is indeed kaya. It is true, and yes, Stephen would have been pleased. Amen.
Endnotes

1. Ngeniyerriya is a complex Anindilyakwa word which conveys deep emotion
whether sorrow or happiness. Here it expresses their depth of feeling when they
remember their ancestors.

2. Anextremely valuable chronology and documentation of the history of Bilingual
Education in the Northern Territory is Brian Devlin’s ongoing Government
Support for Bilingual Education after 1950: A Longer Timeline on the ‘FOBL
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(Friends of Bilingual Education) website’ :https://fobl.net.au/index.php/au-MU/
history

3. Today, particularly when speaking among themselves, the people of the Groote
Eylandt archipelago tend to call themselves the Warnumamalya (‘the people’)
and their language Amamalya ayakwa (‘the people’s language’).
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Chapter 5 ®)
My Uncle and His Place in History e

Jonathan Harris

Abstract My Uncle Stephen motivated his extended family to remember their ances-
tors and to respect their impact on the world around them. He had a passion to share
the achievements of many generations since their part in the early exploration of
Australia. Uncle Steve is emblematic of the love the Harris family had for Aborig-
inal people, and how they lived and worked with them. Through Uncle’s intelligence,
spirituality and sense of humour, he inspired many of us to continue the legacy of
faith in God and to partner with First Nations people, bringing about cultural respect
and reconciliation. His love of the Australian bush, horses and family has influenced
us all.

Keywords Stock horse - Legacy - Heritage * Joseph Harris - Work - Family -
Charles Sturt - History

As one of his nephews, I respected Uncle Steve as someone who had a deep interest
in our personal lives. Every time I sat and listened to him around the dinner table on
any of his visits to us on the farm, he seemed to be interested in the rest of the family,
and those that had gone before us. People were not going to be forgotten on his
watch. Right up until the time he passed away, Uncle Steve and Aunt Joy surrounded
themselves with their family in photos and the history of family achievements. He
also constantly prompted members of the family to ‘write things down’.

One of the wonderful texts edited by Steve and Joy was my grandmother Nell
Harris’s memoir, The field has its flowers, which she begrudgingly and humbly
compiled during her retirement at our family farm, ‘Wongala’. This book is now
treasured by the family and is an amazing snapshot of life and early mission experi-
ence in frontier Australia. It would have been unusual in the male-dominated world
of the time, from the 1930s through to the 1960s, to hear the voice of a woman
narrating her experiences. However, this text is now highly valued by our family and
by the Indigenous descendants of people at Gunbalanya (Oenpelli), in Arnhem Land,
where she served as a Church Missionary Society (CMS) Missionary with Grandad,
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Dick Harris. Grandad received an MBE for his services in the Northern Territory. He
was also memorialised on a tile—‘Dick Harris: Missionary’ on the Darwin Bicenten-
nial Park Esplanade—as part of the ‘200 Remarkable Territorians’ project in 1988.
Uncle Steve and Aunty Joy were frustrated that Gran wasn’t recognised as well,
hence the effort to encourage her to write the book. My favourite sentence in her
memoirs reminds me of Steve and Joy’s own feelings for their Aboriginal friends: ‘I
love the Aboriginal people. I feel at home with them’. As I was growing up though,
I didn’t sufficiently respect the life experience and achievements of my forebears,
and I sincerely wish they were alive now, for [ have so many questions to ask them.

Years ago we always seemed to be too busy to dig deep into our family history.
Even so, Uncle Steve and Aunty Joy managed to inspire us to take the time to get
involved in one of their projects. My family and I were in ministry for much of my
early married life, and after returning to Tamworth from a pastoring role in Auckland,
New Zealand, we met up with Uncle Steve at a time when his health was severely
declining because of Parkinson’s disease.

Uncle Steve wrote about my arrival at this time in his introduction to the family
history project, Joseph Harris’ Australian Family (followed through one male line,
Sfrom 1827—-2010):

Jonathan, Wilfred’s oldest son, decided to move back to Tamworth. He became interested in
the project, and with his considerable computer skills and design, in typical Harris fashion [in
other words, unconsciously continuing the Harris way of not being afraid of hard work, nor
of responsibility, and of enjoying partnerships with relations] basically took all the burden
for this project’s development and completion off our hands.

Speaking or writing in his typical avuncular fashion, Uncle Steve would motivate
us through glowing encouragement, and then educate us all on the importance of
our history and generational character traits. The Anglican work ethic was deeply
embedded in our family. We had big shoes to fill, with famous grandparents, and hard-
working, high-achieving parents, uncles and aunts. With regard to the Joseph Harris
project, [ have to say, Uncle’s perfectionism meant that there were many redrafts and
corrections. These became increasingly difficult for him to manage because of his
worsening ability to speak or use his hands to write. I would say that as much as he
doggedly tried to get the job done, I was also becoming motivated, wanting to take
things seriously, and so I learned a lot in the process. Steve and Joy had allowed me
to operate my New South Wales (NSW) field office for Scripture Union from their
front room. This was a bittersweet time, as [ had many coffees and conversations
and listened to many stories, yet at the same time, I saw the slow decline in Uncle’s
health.

Uncle Steve wanted to highlight the legacy we owe to my great, great, great
Grandfather, Private Joseph Harris, and his Captain and mentor, explorer Charles
Sturt. Stephen and Joy Harris’s short family history book remains an important part
of Australian history and begins the journey of contact and later deeper relationships
with the Aboriginal people of Australia (Harris, S., and Harris, J., 1998).

In particular, the exploration of inland Australia brought an understanding of
the river systems and access to farming land that many now enjoy. Mt. Harris near
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Wellington, NSW was named after Joseph and was used as a base for supplies. Steve
believed that the relationship Joseph and Charles Sturt had was the reason that the
family inherited a solid Christian faith. One strong illustration of Sturt’s ethics was
a dangerous encounter with local Aboriginal warriors advancing on the explorer’s
campsite.

On his first expedition, Sturt had established a policy of making peace with, rather
than shooting, Aboriginal people, and his journal records it was Joseph who was
responsible, on several occasions, for maintaining Sturt’s record of no Aboriginal
people shot. For example, the following account is recorded in Sturt’s journal:

Harris was on guard duty one night when the whole party was alert because they knew a large

group of Aborigines was advancing on them. Joseph said to Sturt, ‘“The blacks are close to

me sir. Shall I fire on them?’ ‘How far are they,’ I asked? ‘Within ten yards, sir’. “Then fire,” I

said, and immediately he did so. ‘Well, Harris, did you get your man?’ (he was a remarkably

good shot). ‘No, Sir’, said he. ‘I thought you would repent of it, so I fired between the two’.
The blacks vanished across the river (Harris, S., and Harris, J., 1998, p.51).

Just how remarkable a man Charles Sturt was, perhaps becomes clearer after
reading the account of his third exploration (which Joseph did not join). This trip
which explored the north-east of South Australia, south-western Queensland, and
the north-west of New South Wales, lasted from 10th August 1844 to 19th January,
1846; i.e., 16 months (Rudolph, 2006). This account, which draws heavily on Sturt’s
personal journal, shows how profound Sturt’s Christian faith was, under the most
appalling desert conditions of thirst and starvation and facing death frequently for
much of the 16-month venture. Sturt did nothing without prayer and trust in God’s
intervention in his life. And he believed in miracles, his very survival being the result
of a whole string of them. For example, on one occasion, with some of his men
becoming very ill, he sent most of his party back to Adelaide and he pushed on with
four men. After he got as far north in the Simpson Desert as he dared under the severe
drought conditions, he turned back, and faced one stretch of 225 kms of waterless
country with weak horses and weak men. It rained just enough for horses and men
to drink out of puddles and waterholes until they got back to their base.

The irony of Sturt and Joseph Harris’s adventurous exploits and their care in not
harming Aboriginal people, was that they were two of the many explorers who would
open up the gateway for land-hungry and often ruthless pastoralists, in turn bringing
violence and decimation to the First Nations people that the Harris family now deeply
care about.

Joseph began the journey of contact with Aboriginal people, but his great-grandson
George grew very fond of them (Harris and Harris, 1998, p. 9). George’s son, Dick
and Dick’s wife, Nell Harris were in residence on the CMS Mission station at Oenpelli
(Gunbalanya) in Arnhem Land from the 1930s to the 1960s. They began a wonderful
legacy of mission work amongst our extended family (Harris and Harris, 1998,
pp. 12-26). The Harrises as a family had more than their fair share of Christian
missionaries. There are 10 family members who have been missionaries from my
grandparents’, father’s and my own generation. Steve and Joy’s reflection was:

While being a missionary does not necessarily indicate any qualities superior to those
required to live honourably at home, it does indicate a certain level of idealism, commitment
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to God’s work and a willingness to forgo normal income levels, and a willingness to venture
into the unknown (Harris and Harris, 1998, p. 53).

Stephen’s grandfather, George Harris, loved to visit the Oenpelli mission to see
how Dick Harris was managing and also just to enjoy being there. However, the
intense heat was too much for him and he was believed to have died of heatstroke in
1938. His grave is still there today in the foothills of Argaluk, the sacred hill next to
the township of Gunbalanya.

My father Wilfred and Uncle Steve loved the Aboriginal people, and as my Aunty
Joy notes in Chap. 2 of this book, Uncle Steve would have liked to continue ‘empow-
ering Australian Aboriginal Education Statesmen/women’. Similar to Uncle’s desire
to empower, one of the last things my father said whilst he was alive, was that he
wished he could set up employment services for Aboriginal people as he saw that
as the key to their future was partnering with them. All of Dick and Nell’s children
had a deep love for the Indigenous people, and all of them—David, Jim, Wilfred,
Stephen and Barbara—wanted to live on the mission with their parents after being
separated for long periods of time in boarding schools. All of my uncles and aunts
strongly identified with the title of the book, We Wish We’d Done More, by linguist
John Harris (a family friend). They regularly talk about having left ‘too soon’.

Jim, Steve and Wilfred’s work catching live wild buffalo for the mission’s meat
supply at Gunbalanya is the stuff of legend. Another book could be written about their
adventures as brothers, where together they invented the first mobile abattoir using
three semi-trailers that were driven up from Sydney to the region that is now known as
Kakadu National Park. After receiving permission from the NT Government to hunt
wild buffalo for meat export, Dad, Jim and Steve drove the trucks to the Wildman
River region as one of several campsites that were set up as temporary hunting
locations. On one occasion, Dad and Steve were driving to set up camp with the
convoy of vehicles only to have their access blocked by a hovering helicopter sent by
a rival hunting group. Apparently, after some tense negotiations, they were able to
drive through and camp. I have exciting memories as a nine-year-old driving out with
the shooter of the day in a cut-down Toyota Landcruiser, crashing through the bush,
chasing buffalo bulls, with green ants raining down on me. Good times! Uncle Steve
was often one of the shooters on these trips. His professionalism and perfectionism
were mentioned in his personal collection of memoirs Barefoot Memories—Traces of
an Arnhem Land Childhood. When the brothers started the shooting venture around
1968, Uncle would be up before dawn to go and bag his quota of bulls. He says:

I wasn’t a gun person, [but] I always got my daily quota at Oenpelli, and always worried
that I wouldn’t. Any day that I finished my fifth load in sufficient light found me down on
the edge of the plain practicing shooting at a target set up against a giant ant bed mound.
Joy and I would often go to the edge of the plain in the late evening and, after my practice
shots, drive a little further along the plain and watch a hundred brolgas dancing in the dusk.
We were still on a long honeymoon really (Harris, S., and Harris, J., 1998, p. 53).

Inlater life when Stephen and Joy retired to Tamworth, they became more involved
in the family farm. After the death of their parents, Dick and Nell, Wilfred and
Steve gathered three suitcases and a battered travel chest of correspondence and
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documents that included Dick and Nell’s family letters, mission blueprints, love
letters and official Department of Aborigines Affairs letters, and... put them in a
shed. Little did they know that this would engage the next generation of Harrises in
deeper relationships with the Aboriginal people of Northern Territory, which I will
talk about shortly.

Uncle Steve’s perfectionism was well known to all of his nieces and nephews, and
he referred to it in conjunction with another of his passions: the bush and, specifically,
trees. When Uncle Steve’s handwriting became indecipherable, he started typing
emails and notes to many of us. On one trip to the family farm around 2011, Uncle
wanted me to walk him around for exercise. In addition to walking arm in arm to
see his remaining horses, he wanted to visit the trees on the property. I could not
understand him at all by this stage, because Parkinson’s disease had taken his speech.
I asked him to write about the trees. He painstakingly took the time to type a three-
page story about the history of the trees on “Wongala’, which he called ‘Christmas
time tree plantings at Wongala, 1977-1996’. In this reminiscence, he described the
different types of trees—the ribbon gums, willows, cottonwoods, red river gums,
poplars and more—and explained why they had been planted.

Now Jono and Pete, I’d like to tell you a bit of the history of the Christmas holidays tree
plantings, of which you were an integral part in the early days... during 1977 and 1978 my
private plan was to get at least three trees in, and, depending on the willingness of you kids
to help with labour, up to six trees. The big deal here was the labour it took to build the tree
guards; we had to build them like fortresses... all outside of working hours (Harris, 2011).

This is where the perfectionism trait was mentioned. I would have been 12 years
old at the time, and my brother Peter was about 10. As the years went by, Uncle
Steve press-ganged other nephews. The truth is that we loved him, but boy it was
hard work. The posts had to be four feet in the ground—primarily to stop cattle or
horses from rubbing up against the trees or eating the foliage. My cousin Michael
Harris, who visited frequently, was engaged to work at one time; Uncle remembers
this in his notes:

One morning while we were planting those poplars, young Michael promised to punch me
if I kept on riding him, so I made one of the best on-the-spot decisions of my entire life; I
decided to grow up, and allow him, and in fact, all of you, to grow up too... (Harris, 2011).

During this time, I remember a heightened sense of Uncle and Aunt’s loss, as their
desire to have children had sadly never been realised. Several of Aunty’s pregnancies
had miscarried. I for one, saw Uncle as a father figure, and wanted to work for him
and with him.

One thing that was not mentioned in the tree notes, was that after digging the
holes for the posts and then putting mesh around them, we had to apply creosote
to stop them weathering and being eaten by termites. During this painting effort,
the creosote would always spray off the brush and often soak through our shirts and
gloves to burn a layer of our skin. After hearing us whingeing about this, Uncle Steve
would often say, ‘It’s character building, boy!’.

We were attracted to Uncle Steve because he had a sense of humour that tended to
lighten the mood on the farm whenever he and Aunty visited. My father Wilfred was
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trying to raise us with Gran and Grandad’s help after divorcing my mother Cecily in
1977. Dad was constantly preoccupied with the stress of the farm, trying to survive
the latest experience, whether flyblown sheep, drought, or declining stock prices.
Uncle would tease us and Gran with a straight face, and cajole us into projects such
as fencing, rock picking, or planting trees. Even though it was demanding work,
Uncle’s visits were a positive break from the atmosphere of farming stress that we
grew up with during the years 1977-1984. Our grandparents, Dick and Nell Harris,
were in their retirement, but had the challenge of raising three teenage boys when
they should have been able to have some respite after their labour in the Northern
Territory with the Aboriginal people on CMS missions. Our father Wilfred had the
combined stress of trying to recover from my mother leaving him, and of making
a living during an exceedingly difficult farming era. The regular two-hour return
journey from the farm to Barraba Central Public school and then the cattle and horse
work on weekends was onerous for my brothers and me. Dad was usually silent and
whether in deep thought or worry, we could not tell, whilst Grandad and Gran were
the disciplinarians and carers. Silence whilst we ate was the norm, before singing
hymns from ‘Golden Bells’ around the dinner table at night. When characters like
Uncle Steve turned up, it was a welcome break from the heaviness of farm and school
life.

When I was reading through Uncle’s memoirs in Barefoot Memories, 1 couldn’t
help but see a lot of Uncle Steve’s character, especially his humour, in his own Uncle
Geoff. In the chapter ‘Uncle Geoff’, Steve remembers growing up on his uncle’s
property at Wee Waa with my dad, Wilfred during their Primary School years. It was
common for missionaries to send their children away to other family members and
to boarding schools. I believe Uncle Steve’s love of hats and riding gear came from
his days at Wee Waa. Steve recalled this about his Uncle Geoff:

Uncle Geoff and Aunty Helen were very poor, but it didn’t seem to hurt us... But Uncle had
style. Poverty didn’t entirely curb a flamboyance in Uncle which came out in the original
shapes of his hats, how he greeted his friends, and his sense of humour. Once the local police
sergeant knocked on the back door and was greeted with the familiar ‘Come in if you’re
pretty and stay out if you’re not’ (Harris, 2003, p.9).

Steve records how Uncle Geoff bought him his first saddle and first horse, and
from this young age he was ‘interested in horses, and saddles and everything else
connected with them’. The first of many horses Steve would ride was called ‘Bet
Bet’. The saddle lasted him a long time and it was used 15 years later on the Oenpelli
mission by my father Wilfred, and the famous Aboriginal stockman, Tom Thompson,
over a seven-year period.

Uncle Steve would often refer to himself as a cowboy, and jokingly talk about
how he wanted to be ‘cool’ and styled his different Akubras and Stetson hats, like
his Uncle Geoff, wearing them with pride. When Uncle Steve was too ill to ride,
I asked if I could use one of his work hats to honour him. This hat is featured in
several videos in my work for the Bible Society, that I will discuss shortly. Uncle did
his own leatherwork and took pride in the purchase of good saddles and equipment.
Each day around Australia, many of his relatives and friends wear a leather belt that
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Fig. 5.1 After Uncle Stephen retired in 1997 he enjoyed spending time on horseback at Barraba

he created. And many of us wore them at his funeral in honour of his legacy. This
was especially poignant, as many couldn’t attend the funeral in person because of
COVID-19 restraints. Uncle’s horse work exploits were legend in our family. In fact,
all of the siblings were excellent horse handlers (Fig. 5.1).

Uncle recounted many stories in his book Barefoot Memories, and 1 have been
privileged to receive many photos and documents from Aunty Joy as I researched
Uncle Steve’s life. One exercise book I opened turned out to be his personal journal
from his stint as Mission Stockman during the period between 1964—1965. He did a
thorough job of typing out his notes to make a CMS Mission Stockwork Report. His
entry for June 1965 records that:

The mile of fence at the top landing was straightened up...preventing the buffaloes from

entering Red Lily from this side, but they are entering in droves from the Cannon Hill side.
Six horses were broken in—bringing total for 1965 to 45.

A July diary entry states:

Castrated 14 colts—first time I have ever done it. Got horses in from Red Lily. Looking very
well. Saddler’s cancer not better [Steve’s favourite horse]. Heard Tom Thompson wants to
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come over here and work....Man walked passed [sic] with spear through Jabbaroo- good
eating (& Brolga) ‘same like duck’.

It turns out that Tom Thompson (an Aboriginal man from the Ngandi language
group near Roper region) was to have a big influence on Steve’s life. In Barefoot
Memories Steve writes a whole chapter on the man and his friendship with him:
“Tom Thompson was one of my childhood heroes and he remains a bigger one today.
As time goes by my admiration for his genius with horses and wild cattle increases,
as does my respect for him as a man of courage, patience, tolerance and forgiveness’
(Harris, 2003, p. 17). From cattle work to horse work, Tom was a master. One of
many descriptions of his skill in bulldogging cattle for live meat was recorded by
Steve:

Only Tom would take on the big strong bulls. He would run them until they were slow and
tired... When the critical degree of tiredness was reached Tom would put his horse quickly
up close to the bull, step off and in about three strides have the tail. The bull would turn to
charge and Tom would pull the tail towards the head and flip the bull onto his side...fall on
the animal...pull the tail between the back legs... and get the leg strap on. To my surprise I
[Stephen] was good at this ‘bumping’ violence, with Saddler, the best horse I’ve ever ridden,
not much afraid of anything (Harris, 2003, p. 21).

Uncle Steve would go on to grow in his interest in horses later in life, and in
particular the Australian Stock Horse breed. Aunty Joy has touched on this in her
chapter. During 2002 right through to 2010, Uncle crafted many stories of famous
figures involved in the horse industry, including Artie Hall, Bruce McNaughton, Terry
Hall and Fraser Ramsay. He told the stories of many famous horses with stories such
as ‘Ben Hall, born to win’(Harris, 2010) in the Australian Campdrafting Magazine,
and ‘Vale Blue Moon Mystic’ (Harris, 2007) in the Australian Stock Horse Journal.
His love of high-quality horses and breeding excellence extended to the horses he
and Joy owned. He named them with family heritage in mind. For example, in one
of his letters to the extended family he mentions ‘Rippingale Joys Ragtime is being
prepared for the National Stockhorse Yearling sale...”. This name combines his
wife’s name and the maiden name of his paternal grandmother, Florence Rippingale,
who married George Harris. Another horse raised by them was ‘Rippingale Joys
Tempo...She was the finest horse we’ve yet managed to breed’. He adds, ‘And more
important even than our animals, are our relatives and friends, and they have been
universally wonderful’, as he became worse because of his Parkinson’s disease.

Now that I am working with the Bible Society Australia, I regularly travel to the
Northern Territory to visit the sites of our Indigenous language translation work,
promoting and fundraising for their ongoing development. After I had been with that
organisation for two years, it was announced that the Kunwinjku Shorter Bible had
been published and would be arriving from Amity Press in Nanjing, China. Recalling
conversations with my Grandparents and Uncle Steve, I mentioned this translation
to Rev. Dr John Harris, and he said, ‘Yes, Jonathan, that is the language translation
your Grandmother Nell Harris started in 1934°. I contacted my father Wilfred Harris
to find out if we had any documents from that era on the farm. He said, ‘Yes, it’s all
out in the storage shed’. My sister Ellen Harris and I retrieved three suitcases and an
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original travel chest, belonging to my grandparents, that had been packed away by
Steve and Wilfred. In this way, we discover their correspondence about their mission
work in Arnhem Land as they served the Aboriginal people of the Northern Territory.

On opening up one of the cases, I found original exercise books with Grandma’s
handwriting in them. She had copied from her chats with Aboriginal women Hannah
Mangiru and Rachel Guril Naboronggelmak, the five verses which they had phonet-
ically transcribed once a day for years. The linguist Arthur Capell had travelled to
Arnhem Land and become aware of Gran’s work, which he showed to CMS and the
British and Foreign Bible Society. When I dug into the travel chest of documents, I
also found Gran'’s first edition of the Gospel of St. Mark, which had been published
by the British & Foreign Bible Society in 1942. I was so excited about this history,
that I submitted a proposal to the Bible Society executive to allow me to deliver the
500 copies of the printed Bible personally. They also sent a film crew from Eternity
News to document the dedication ceremony (Kunwinjku Shorter Bible Dedication,
n.d.). On 8 August, 2018, I handed the Bible to Rev. Lois Nadjamerrek in the Chapel
which I had attended in Gunbalanya as a child. Lois is a daughter of Garlkgiwarra
and Lofty Bardayal Nadjamerrek the famous artist, whose paintings are found all
around the world, including the Darwin International Airport. He worked closely
with Dick Harris, Jim, Wilfred and Stephen.

After the service I showed pictures of Rachel and Hannah to some locals, and
a man named Andrew Maralngurra came up to me and said that Hannah was his
grandmother. He said his father was from the Nargojok skin group and worked with
my father, and that made me his ‘brother’ and part of his skin clan Nabulanj. He
invited me to come outside the chapel and to meet my adopted family. I sat with
them under the mango trees.

As part of the Bible Society Group, I work closely with Centre for Public Chris-
tianity, Koorong Christian Book chain, and Eternity News. I often discuss the Indige-
nous work with my friend John Sandeman, the founder of Eternity News. I told John
about an upcoming journey to Nungalinya College in Darwin where we sponsor the
Diploma of Translation Course for Indigenous students. John asked me to keep a
journal of all future travel saying, ‘“The dignity of the First Nations people is crucial
for the future of cultural respect and relationships within the Australian future. And
you—with Bible Society Australia—sit at the very intersection of what is happening
across Australia’. It is because of the constant conversations around those dinner
tables at the farm, with Dad, Steve and Joy, Grandma and Grandad, that I am inspired
to continue the legacy of Aboriginal partnerships and collaboration. John Harris, (no
relation, but the Aboriginal people like to call us ‘cousins’), the author of One Blood
and We Wish We’d Done More, has tried to motivate me to document the family
history of mission involvement after we uncovered Dick and Nell Harris’s correspon-
dence and original translation documents. I am now studying the history of Aborig-
inal Christianity through St Mark’s Theological Centre and...(more serendipity) in
partnership with Charles Sturt University!

One of the greatest impressions on me and many others, was Uncle Steve’s
determination to be healed from Parkinson’s disease. His close friendship with his
brother Wilfred saw them travel to California to a healing church he heard about.
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Fig. 5.2 Calypso (Photo credit: Jonathan Harris)

His undaunted faith in God and His healing power was with him right to the end. I
had the pleasure of worshipping with him in our home church in Tamworth, sitting
in the backyard of the house belonging to dear friends Jonathan and Lyndy Smith,
who cared for him over many years, offering up many prayers. One of those healing
prayers finished with ‘Jesus take me as I am, I surrender all my expectations. You are
God, and I will praise You. Your Word is final and it is good. Jesus, what a beautiful
Name, the hope that blows all fear away’ (S. Harris, personal crafted prayer notes).

At about the same time when Uncle Steve was in his final months in hospital,
I was returning from a hunting bushwalk on ‘Wongala’ in 2020. I walked past one
of his horses in the house paddock. It was sunset and there was a beautiful purple
light in the sky. For some reason, this horse, ‘Calypso’ was excited to see us and was
galloping around the paddock in a wonderful wildness. I took a quick photo on my
phone to send to Aunty Joy on Facebook Messenger to share with Steve in his bed.
Uncle quickly asked for this photo to be printed and framed for his hospital room.
(Fig. 5.2). Besides his beautiful wife, it may have been one of the last things that he
gazed on.
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Chapter 6 ®)
Some Personal and Professional Check for
Reminiscences

Cos Russo and Sue Russo

Abstract This chapter includes a short reminiscence about Cos’s professional rela-
tionship with Stephen Harris over a number of years, when they were working
together in the field of bilingual education in the Northern Territory. Cos and Sue
Russo also reflect on their friendship with Stephen and Joy over forty years. Both
authors recall Stephen’s character, values and personality.

Keywords Stephen Harris + Professional relationships * Personal friendships *
Bilingual studies

Introduction (Cos)

During the European academic year of 197677 I studied for a Graduate Diploma
in Bilingual Education at the University College of Wales in Aberystwyth (Coleg
Prifysgol Cymru). However, before Sue and 1 left for Wales, we were introduced
to Stephen Harris at a Bilingual Education conference at St John’s College, Darwin
in July 1976. Joy Harris has reminded me of the moment when she and Stephen
first became aware of me: “We saw this young father wrestling with an annoyed
4 month old in the vestibule to the conference venue, trying to hear the speaker
but keep the noisy baby voice from disrupting everyone else’ (Joy Kinslow-Harris,
personal communication). At the time, bilingual education was considered to be of
huge importance by the Department of Education, so it provided a scholarship for
me to study in Wales for a year.

I knew that Stephen had begun his ethnographic research at Milingimbi the year
before, but at the time, I had no idea that our brief meeting would be the beginning
of a long, close friendship spanning 44 years.
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Our Professional Roles (Cos)

I came to the Northern Territory (NT) at the beginning of 1974 to begin work at
Numbulwar School as acting Principal. I was in that position for just under three
years, until late 1976. In most respects, Numbulwar was an idyllic place compared to
the desert country of the Pitjantjara lands that I had come from. So much so that, at
the end of 1978, when Brian Devlin was interviewed for a teacher-linguist’s position
in the Northern Territory, I tried to persuade him to go to my old school. I told him
that both the people and the fishing were great at Numbulwar!

While I was at Numbulwar I started a bilingual program, in 1975, in Nunggubuyu
(Wubuy) and English. Carr et al. (2017) have suggested that the program began there
in 1976, but this appears to be incorrect.

I knew from my own personal experience (Russo, 1973, 1977) that the first
language spoken at home was important as a basis for starting school learning. When
the children came to school speaking Nunggubuyu, which we now call Wubuy, we
had some instructional materials ready for them. As we had teacher aides who were
native speakers, and Kathy Warren, who was able to assist as a teacher-linguist, we
decided to start a program for these students in the early years, beginning in the
preschool. At the time, Kathy was working for the Church Missionary Society.

Sue and I went to Wales in August 1976, when our son Jon was four months old.
As Joy has recently reminded us, it took some hunting around to find accommodation
to rent for a family. A local farmer had a vacant, basic worker’s cottage, which they
rented. It was originally the cow byre which banked into the side of a hill with thick
stone walls, and with the low doorways and ceilings, you often see in British rural
areas. The farmer’s wife commented that we kept the place heated like a tropical
greenhouse. As it happened, the landlord and family were in the local Welsh revival
community and invited us to join them. Probably as wonderful an experience as any,
since it was the first to touch such spiritual depths in our faith.

My reason for undertaking postgraduate studies in Wales was that I could see the
importance of getting a solid theoretical grip on bilingual education in an institution
that was regarded as an important centre of learning in this field. While in Wales, we
visited many schools to see how they were developing their bilingual programs. The
thesis I wrote there dealt with the history of Aboriginal education in the Northern
Territory.

As a result of my studies in Aberystwyth, I felt I could see, with new eyes really,
how these theories could be put into practice. That is, I felt confident that my newly
acquired knowledge could be utilised in a bilingual program, and that the theoretical
basis of bilingualism, as I had come to understand it, would help to validate what
was happening in the NT. More generally though, my time in Wales suggested more
forceful, stronger directions for I had never before met individuals who would die to
protect their own language and the culture that goes with it. Bilingual learning was
emotionally and politically motivated in Wales. In comparison, it seemed like we
were just playing with it in the NT, but for them, it was a fundamental right. I think
it is important to point out that, since so much culture and history was carried in the
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Welsh language, the political argument in favour of including it in the curriculum
was compelling. In the NT though we didn’t have a strong political argument, nor
did people generally understand the theoretical basis of bilingual education in the
same way that many people in other countries did. In Wales, even though the people
often spoke English really well, they wanted signs on the road in Welsh. They wanted
recognition, whether through street signage or political rallies. That was the first time
I’ve actually seen a political rally meeting to support language revival. The Welsh
understood that education is key, from the earliest school years. For them, the home
language needed to be included as an ordinary part of their schooling.

On returning from Wales in November 1977, I was privileged to work for nine
months or so as Deputy Principal at Milingimbi School, which I had chosen to go
to, for it had an exemplary bilingual program. After that, I joined the staff in the
head office; that is, in the Bilingual Education Section, which in those days was on
the third floor of the TNG building in Smith Street, Darwin. Stephen was the Senior
Education Adviser, Anthropology at that time and I was appointed as the Education
Adviser in Bilingual Education. I'll just add that our daughters, Carla and Teresa,
were born in 1979 and 1980, when Sue and I were in Darwin.

Joy Kinslow-Harris (personal communication) has shared a story about inviting
us over one time for tea: lasagna and salad, which she served to each of us. I was still
wrestling with my energetic son, who was now three years old and stronger. When
I only ate my lasagna, Joy didn’t know if I had left the salad because I didn’t like
it or if I was so involved in corralling my son while in my new workmate’s home.
Finally, she asked if I would like her to remove my salad and just serve dessert? I
was surprised, and said that I always ate salad last since I am from an Italian home.

Stephen and I used to travel—mostly separately, but sometimes together—to visit
schools with bilingual programs to remote communities. For example, in the June-
July period in 1978, I travelled to Areyonga, Haasts Bluff (Ikunytji) , Yuendumu,
Hooker Creek (Lajamanu) , Willowra, Ernabella (Pukutja) and Fregon (Kaltjiti) . As
Joy has recently reminded me, it was always a toss-up what accommodation was
going to be available in the communities. One place had a ‘motel room’. However,
when Stephen and I went there, we found it hadn’t been cleaned since the last visitor
had stayed in it. Fortunately, we had brought our swags with us just in case. The
nurse invited us to sleep in the clinic, as it had a gas ring which we could use to heat
our tinned baked beans!

On each of those visits we made sure to meet up with the principals, teachers,
assistant teachers, and specialist staff; that is, the linguists, teacher-linguists, literacy
workers, and literature production supervisors. Our way of understanding what was
going on was to listen carefully to what people in the field told us.

The other Education Adviser in Bilingual Education at that time was David
Williams. It was agreed that he would handle routine operational questions from
staff at Elcho Island, Garden Point, Bamyili, Bathurst Island, Numbulwar, Oenpelli,
Goulburn Island, Docker River (Kaltukatjara) and Maningrida, whereas I assumed
responsibility for such matters in relation to Areyonga, Haasts Bluff, Port Keats
(Wadeye) , Yirrkala, Roper River, Yuendumu. Hooker Creek, Willowra, Umbakumba
and Angurugu (Bilingual Newsletter, May 30th, 1978).
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Stephen and I worked closely together in the Bilingual Education Section for two
years. On 1st December 1981, in a reference that he wrote for me, he noted that
‘Mr Russo has, during his time in the Bilingual Section, been heavily involved in
staff development, including the organisation of some annual SIL training courses,
Teacher/Linguist training courses, ... workshops for clarifying school objectives,
and the training of Aboriginal artists, writers and printers for the bilingual program’.
It is worth adding here that both the SIL and SAL offered training courses for our
teacher-linguists in the NT (see Chap. 16 by Black and Devlin).

We were blessed to have very good teacher-linguists in our remote schools. Talking
to these like-minded people was like a breath of fresh air, a zephyr in the night. They
had tough jobs, but it was their passion to do well, and to serve to the best of their
capacity, that got them through.

On returning from these trips, we would do our utmost to write careful reports
that accentuated the positive and suggested various ways forward, without ignoring
or glossing over any of the key difficulties that had been raised with us by staff. I
clearly remember Stephen’s quite striking ability to craft these diplomatic reports,
once he was back in the office. However, school reports were always discussed in
group meetings before they were sent out and placed on file.

Not all our work was done together, of course. A few ventures were pretty much my
sole responsibility; for example, two Aboriginal Writers’ Workshops were arranged:
in Darwin, May 13-16, 1980, and at Batchelor, June 2—6 in the same year, in conjunc-
tion with the School of Australian Linguistics. Both of these workshops were attended
by a number of literacy workers from around the Northern Territory. Our aim was
to help them to explore the potential of written language to help make vernacular
books rich and interesting. It was important to acknowledge the important role of
the literacy workers in producing vernacular literature (Russo, 1981a, b). Strength-
ening their skills, in my view, was an excellent goal, for it was a surefire way of
improving the quality and appeal of the reading materials that they were responsible
for producing, along with other school-based specialist staff.

While I enjoyed my professional role, there were certainly some frustrations. One
limitation I could see in the early to mid-1980s was that language development had
not been properly addressed at the policy level. What policies there were tended to
be ad-hoc and reactive (Russo and Baldauf, 1986).

A Shared Faith (Cos and Sue)

Stephen and Joy Harris shared the same faith as us and they attended the same church.
After a time, we realised that we all really liked the idea of home-based worship and,
as [ remember, we were aware of a house church movement at the time, so we began
trying it out. Around 1981 we began doing church at home. At that time, we also
explored the concept of mentoring, or shepherding, which led to a more intimate,
deeper relationship.
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As Sue and I looked up to Stephen and Joy, we saw them, in a sense, as our shep-
herds, as people who would help us to bring our latent talents into being. Shepherding
was far removed from the idea of control. Once we had accepted Joy and Stephen as
our shepherds, we gave them permission to speak about, and to be involved in, all
areas of our lives; so, for example, we discussed our approach to child-rearing. We
spent a lot of time discussing our dreams. Joy was an excellent exponent of dream
interpretation, so she helped us to see how we were dealing with situations subcon-
sciously, and how God was guiding us. This was, indeed, a time of deeper growth
for all of us.

Joy has recently reminded us of one of those dreams; actually, a nightmare that
our son Jon had. The setting was a high school, where a couple of older boys were
taunting the other students with pins stuck in rulers, which they would drag along
someone’s bare skin. When Jon asked Joy about it, she said that it showed that he
wanted to take karate lessons to defend himself against such bullies, but since I
was against violence, he feared that to do that would deeply hurt me. However, 1
apparently said, ‘go ahead’. As soon as the bullies saw John in karate classes, they
stopped. He never had to confront anyone again.

A Sense that They Were like Family (Sue)

Joy and Stephen were so much part of our family that they were given the honoured
titles of Aunt and Uncle. Our children loved them, and they have always had a
special place of love and respect in their hearts, contributing to their lives even as
they grew up. Joy was the big sister and Stephen the older brother I didn’t have, since
I was the eldest of five children and all four of my siblings were boys. I remember
Stephen patiently teaching Jon how to tie some special knots that he considered to
be a fundamental, practical and valued skill. He also was happy to pass on horse
skills to us all, but it was Teresa, our youngest daughter, whose passionate love and
devotion for horses can be attributed to him. Both Stephen and Joy supported and
encouraged Carla in her love for singing and music, and especially in becoming an
artist. They guided us all in finding our God-given gifts to use to support others, to
stay close to God in our life’s journey and, in this way, to fulfil our purpose in His
Kingdom.

Ours is a relationship that has lasted many decades. It is the kind that has stood
the test of time and separation, even though we have often lived great distances from
each other. When we have reunited, it is as if only a few days or weeks have passed
by.

A lot of Stephen’s life was involved in academic pursuits and social justice reform
through educational policy and practice, but the underlying foundation of his
passionate involvement was his deep Christian faith, which he lived out on a daily
basis. Stephen was an extraordinarily gifted man who was nevertheless a humble
and, at times, shy person who didn’t flaunt his skills, knowledge or wisdom. He had



76 C. Russo and S. Russo

a quiet, dry sense of humour which peppered conversations and situations. He was
an honourable man who could be trusted implicitly.

We were privileged to also enjoy special times with Stephen and Joy, at his
brother’s farm “Wongala’, near Barraba NSW. We regularly visited that farm, and
these were significant, relationship-building times. If it wasn’t for those farm visits,
our daughter Teresa would never have developed her love of horses. It was all part of
‘doing life’ together. It was there at the farm that Stephen’s other passions and skills
were evident: his love for his family, and his work with horses. Breeding them was
his special delight (Fig. 6.1).

In a recent personal communication, Joy has given us some more information to
remind us about our first visit to the farm at Wongala, where we found that the Harris
family had a number of riding horses suitable for beginners. Stephen always led the
children’s horses until they were confident. Deciding that our family and the horses
seemed to be mutually in tune, Joy and Stephen got us all riding boots from the local
Op Shop. (Joy tells us that she has never seen boots there since!). Teresa, especially,
went riding at every opportunity. It set a love forever in her heart and she asked me
at every opportunity if she could have a horse. Living in a Darwin suburb, I always
had to explain that we had no room for a horse.

Fig. 6.1 Just prepping the latest colt, eye to eye! Stephen broke in most of the riding horses on his
brothers’ farm
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Joy has also pointed out that when Teresa was a teenager, her boyfriend’s family
were race car enthusiasts who went to weekend race meets, and invited Teresa along,
with our agreement. However, the races and celebrations afterwards often meant
midnight returns home. Cos and I became uneasy about the situation, then Joy
concluded that Teresa was substituting the excitement of the race meets for her
true passion—horses. So we asked Teresa how we could help her get a horse. She
immediately had an answer, which showed how close to the surface this passion was.
A local stable had horses to lease to anyone agreeing to all the upkeep—mucking
out, grooming, equipment care—which were all very time and energy-consuming.
Well, that did it. She enjoyed everything about it and had no time to go to the car
races after that. Today, she follows that same passion, and has her own steed.

Teresa has a story worth sharing about how she recently came to buy one of the
foals from Stephen’s breeding program after visiting Joy:

I did some internet sleuthing and googled for any stud that had any horses with the name
Rippingale, which was the stud name that Stephen had used. I saw that Mains Stockhorse
had a Rippingale mare so I contacted them and asked if their mare had any foals for sale.
They said she had one, but they hadn’t decided to sell him. I told them my story and why
I wanted him. They hadn’t heard that Stephen had passed away, so they asked me to pass
on their condolences to Joy and agreed to sell me the horse once I came down to look at
him and was sure I wanted him. Aunty Joy came with us to see him and the brood mares as
well. The foal was named Mains Freedom and both his mother (Rippingale Joy’s Sonnet)
and grandmother ( Joy’s Wendy ) were owned by Stephen and Joy. Stephen loved to give
his horses names related to musical themes. So I called him Baritone, aka Barry. His lovely
nature and endearing pedigree made him irresistible.

Going Out Hunting (Cos)

Stephen and I had a shared interest in hunting, and on many of these expeditions in
1978, I took my two-year-old son, Jon. We hunted to obtain food for distribution,
not just for sport. We bought a Suzuki Jeep to get to hunting sites and to bring
back buffalo meat. Stephen had often field-dressed animals when his family lived in
remote communities, so we were all set. In Joy’s estimation, I was ‘a dab shot’ and
she hasn’t let me forget that. Of course, she and Sue had to be ready to handle all
the fresh meat when Stephen and I came back! Joy (personal communication) has a
story about our next venture, which was magpie goose hunting:

The problem was always retrieving the shot birds, but Cos had a solution. They would hunt at
the local waterholes where the geese settled, and Cos would shoot the birds as they rose above
the water. This left Stephen to retrieve the birds from the leech-infested waters! Cos had a
solution: Stephen would wear panty hose, which leeches couldn’t breech! So they brought
back their quota each time and we had buffalo, feral pig, magpie geese, and barramundi from
fishing trips. Just two bushmen providing for their families.

Although Stephen had been a professional buffalo shooter in the Oenpelli area,
he generously allowed me to take the shot whenever there was a wild buffalo in our
sights. Unlike shooters in the early twentieth century though, we didn’t just take the
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hide and leave the meat and bones to go to waste. All of the meat was cut up or
minced and distributed to people in our church. Stephen and I also hunted magpie
geese together in those days, when it was the right season.

Further Studies (Cos)

In March 1982, I began studying for my Master’s degree at James Cook University
in Townsville, thanks to Stephen’s encouragement, and this was a key reason for
my decision to undertake further studies. As Stephen was always one to look for
the best in people and in every situation, he believed that this higher degree would
provide me with an opportunity to think more deeply about Aboriginal education
and the specific challenges inherent in administering bilingual programs. I applied
for a Commonwealth Scholarship and, fortunately, that application was successful.
Before going to Townsville, and after leaving the Bilingual Section, I worked briefly
under Graham Benjamin in Aboriginal Education. A few of my publications from
those years have been listed at the end of this chapter (Russo, 1973, 1977, 1978,
1979; Russo and Baldauf, 1986; Russo and Harris, 1982).

New Roles (Cos)

For three years from 1985, I headed up a three-year project to introduce bilingual
education in the Maldives. Then, at the end of 1988, I took up a new role as Assistant
Principal, NT Open College. That marked the end of my direct involvement in the field
of bilingual education, which had begun at Numbulwar in 1974. In 2009 I became
the Manager of Transforming Training, which delivered Vocational Education and
Training programs for adult learners and secondary school students (mainly those in
Year 11 and 12) in Adelaide. That was a position I held until my retirement in 2016.
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Check for
updates

Wittgenstein conceived THE CASE is known perhaps only by

‘GOD’.

A tribute question poem for Doctor Stephen Harris, Sometime

Reader, Northern Territory University.

WHO IS ON TRIAL HERE? Stephen? God? C of E?

prophetic warning —
‘interesting times’

was

is

forever true

on our planet home

while ever human mob can say
‘now that is interesting’

but it seem not right somehow
need tinker

round edge

and it was true

about a god who already

knew

you

Stephen where (like that other one)
you perhaps apostle now

(And every
Inindilyakwa
Wiradjuri
Druid

Inuit
Netherlander)
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Wagga Wagga, NSW, Australia
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and a silent killer
simplified to label

like ‘native’

(easier

than

‘Inindilyakwa’)

‘girl” (OK)

not ‘boy’

(he’s a patriarchal Hebrew
she’s bit of rib)

mother nourished your gestation

turtle eggs (with parsley for the taste)

fish

goat milk

(make haste—it soureasy in stickyone tropic)

nearly silent killer
sleep islandtop
(a topic question later............. )

stored weapons you never see
(but later hear)

from afar

between pandanus tree

that

peace-time (sic)

THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!
danger close!

contrast sunlightshaft

begin memory

sun shadows

canoe sunlighted up-stream
growing fearful don’t scream
dark down shrub,

black pandanus

crocodile back

missionary position

bit dangerous that one!

mind plane drone whirr —

close that school!

rush that airstrip!

parcel! letter! newspaper!

marked school work

(not last time your brain took flight!)
Don’t fright that one Peter

J. M. Burke
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cos he getting secret men business
can’t talk
only run away away

this white man’s child

no business asking that one

‘E rude that one little boy with big mouth that plane going now —
little Barbara maybe crash

see them wheel bashtreetops
canoe men spear red emperor
(favourite)

Old Charlie splitting wood

you splitting ankle

that one (ol” fella) deadly
shovel-nose spear now got steel
not true ‘E steal

though Dad not happy war
recycled you

final proud

goodfeel memory scar

woman death-adder bite

suck out poison!

life!

Haunt ghostly call —

(curlew)

Inindilyakwa bad man

creeping mission house

dull light guide boat back for you
the one God knew

(frighted you!)

you back missionhousemum
stop that panic

women business

make men shout

race get spear

get violent fight last one day
one night

day time

men eat wheat porridge

next time meet ochre skeleton
deathly white

next day whipping spear kill Gilagila
much big fight

two lady hit nulla nulla

new blue cattle dog pup dingo bait
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finish that little one pup

time now up

no more that one yap eat

looking later orange eye

looking you

all yellow shining all that gloom lagoon

John Mukky Burke is a poet of Wiradjuri and Irish descent who lives in Wagga Wagga NSW. He
worked as a Learning Skills Adviser at the former Northern Territory University where in 1992
he met Stephen Harris, who encouraged him to enter the David Unaipon Award. Mukky went on
to receive this in 1993. This marked the beginning of a close personal and professional friendship.
It was with deep sadness that Mukky learned of Stephen’s passing. He is deeply honoured to be
asked to share in this tribute to a humble and truly remarkable man.
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Chapter 8 ®)
Learning How to Learn in School e

Beth Graham

Abstract In the 1980s, after teaching in both an English-only and a bilingual
program, I joined the Bilingual Section in the Darwin Education Office. There I
became a colleague of Stephen Harris whom, until that time, I had known by reputa-
tion and by reading his doctoral thesis. He challenged me to write about many of the
ideas that I had been developing while at Yirrkala and as I visited other schools in the
Northern Territory. It was his support that kept me on task. Stephen was an insightful
educator who during those early bilingual years continued to provide solutions to the
many problems we faced in educating, not just assimilating, Indigenous children in
remote communities.

Keywords Stephen Harris - Home learning - School learning - Colleague -
Mentor * Friend * Insightful

My husband Leigh and I arrived in Arnhem Land, at the end of 1962, where I was
to teach Indigenous children. The English-only approach to education caused me to
question just what we were doing, but that was not my only concern. The children,
while obviously very intelligent, did not seem to be as programmed to learn in school
as children I had previously taught.

At about that time, we discovered that the Australian Government was estab-
lishing women’s clubs throughout the Pacific, but no such action was taking place
in Indigenous Australia. So, a friend and I decided to act. Three clubs were estab-
lished and were a great success as the programs roamed across two cultures and two
world views. These clubs added to the confusion I had experienced in the classroom.
One day the Yolyu members decided we should all make mats, but no one told or
showed me what to do. When I decided that what was happening was very similar
to ‘blanket stitch’ I got going but to the amusement of all concerned I muttered to
myself about what I was doing. On another occasion we were making string. Many
of the children who inevitably turned up on such occasions were also having a try.
However, while I persevered, if the children had no success they just left the group.
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No adult demonstrated the technique or called them back to have another try or tell
them how to do it. It had slowly become clear that when children were ready, they
performed the task. If they were not ready, they tried again at a later date.

When I returned to Yirrkala in 1974 to become involved in bilingual education,
my confusion about what was happening in the classroom increased. It soon became
clear that Indigenous teachers had vastly different approaches to teaching/learning
than I had. For example, if I was introducing a child to painting, I would explain and
demonstrate that it is better to wipe the brush to remove excess paint so that the paint
doesn’t dribble down the paper. And if I showing them how to write a new sound/letter
I would talk all the time and encourage the children to talk as they practise in the air
before they put pencil/crayon to paper. If I suggested such an approach, the Yolyu
teachers shrugged and nothing changed. For me it was a puzzle, so I just put it to
one side for the moment. There were so many other puzzles around me that I would
probably never have sorted it out, but help was at hand.

Further along the coast at Milingimbi, a researcher called Stephen Harris was
looking at how Indigenous children learn in their own environment (Graham 2020).
When Stephen’s doctoral thesis finally arrived, I read a chapter each night and then sat
in the classroom the next day and said, ‘Yes, he’s right’. Those half-formed thoughts
that I had never clarified, as I'd learned to make mats and watched the Indigenous
teachers impart knowledge without explaining what was going on, became clear. The
psychology we had been taught about how mainstream kids learn was not helping
us, but most teachers of little Indigenous children knew intuitively that what Stephen
was saying made sense.

He was telling us that, apart from some fun times when children were playing with
their toy spears to catch tiny fish in the creek, or such like, they certainly didn’t practise
in a manner familiar to members of the mainstream culture. These children watched
and when they were ready they had a go. No times were allocated in these Yolyu
cultures for dance practice or training sessions in spear throwing, as we understand
these matters. As long as by the time people were required to actually catch fish,
or perform some other task, they could do it, all was well. There were no schools,
teachers or formal teaching in this ancient culture and no tests to measure progress
along the way. Readiness, a key word in Western education, was not something that
adults in this Indigenous world kept track of. Readiness was a matter for each child
to decide.

I also began to understand why these children didn’t learn by being told what to
do and how to do it. This had always been a puzzle to me. Why wasn’t I told what to
do when I wanted to learn how to make a mat? Why didn’t Indigenous teachers talk
about what was happening and what was required when introducing new activities
in school? Stephen referred to this constant talking about what to do and how to do
it as ‘verbalising process’. It is the way teachers, and parents who have themselves
been schooled, behave.

Teachers like me talk much of the time without realising what we are doing. Such
talk for children who ‘hear’ it helps them focus on important matters and collapses
the time needed for learning to take place. This kind of talk that we go on with when
showing children something new is unfamiliar in Yolyu society. It is simply noise to
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these little people and so is just ignored, and I would add if the talk is in English, it
just provides another reason for children to tune out.

Stephen also pointed out that these children are much more independent than ours.
They would hear when a mother called several times to them to bring something to
the fire where she was sitting, but they would comply only when they were ready.
When, in their own time, they carried out the task it would look almost as if they had
thought of it themselves and were not responding to a request. After reading this, I
would often keep score of the number of times children had to be told to carry out
an instruction. It was not being naughty; it was, as Stephen explained, just the way
it was.

Recently I sat watching dancing groups at the now-famous Garma Festival held
in Arnhem Land near Yirrkala each year. Groups from a variety of clans, from
communities both near and far, were dancing. Every group of performing adults was
accompanied by a toddler or two. Not once did an adult tell the children when to
start, which foot to start with, how many times to stamp or whatever. They, like all
the Indigenous children before them, were learning to dance by watching and doing,
just as Stephen had described.

For a time after Stephen’s work became widely known, we toyed with the idea that
school learning could follow the pattern of home learning that he had so carefully
described. But school learning helps people to continue being able to learn throughout
their lives about matters that are not part of their own traditional knowledge. It also
teaches them to ask and answer the questions that are a feature of the conversation
of the many officials and others who constantly visit these communities.

These were my understandings of Stephen’s work when in 1979 I joined the
bilingual team in Darwin. I was now a colleague of this man who had helped me
understand just what was happening in the classrooms in which I and many others
worked.

Moving to Darwin and taking an office-based position was, for me, a very new
way of being an educator. But I soon learned that Stephen was the person in the team
who gave me the most help and guidance in this new role. He challenged me to start
writing and would help me to sort out and verbalise the many understandings that
were gradually forming in my head about the need to educate, not just assimilate,
the children in our schools. Throughout the time I was in the Darwin office when I
was not travelling, with Stephen’s encouragement, I would be writing.

Stephen, I discovered, continued to read widely in the areas of his concerns. I
soon learned that if I read his books after Stephen had done so, I found a text that was
underlined and had notations and comments in the margins. You knew straight away
what was important. Stephen himself was always writing, as he extended the insights
he had gained with his initial study into the realities of classrooms, where too many
children were still failing. One of his great gifts was to encourage others into working
with him to write about some aspect of learning in school, as well as the preservation
of these ancient languages and cultures. He always did the editing, so many linguists
and educators joined him in this activity. In this way the understandings of many
experts were enrolled into the task of educating administrators, classroom teachers
and ultimately children.
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Stephen and I frequently travelled together to schools across the NT. On these
long trips we shared our life stories, endeavoured to solve problems in Indigenous
education, and from time to time shared our theological perspectives. One day we
were flying in from Arnhem Land and the pilot announced he would fly low, as
the cloud cover in that pre-wet season was too vast. But flying low is certainly
not comfortable and I reached for a sick bag. Stephen decided to distract me and
recounted many of his adventures, when as a young man he had hunted buffalo in
the valleys at the western end of Arnhem Land, over which we were flying. I arrived
home safely, much more aware of the trials of buffalo hunters in the Top End, and
much more cognisant of this man who had lived so many lives before he encouraged
us to look at what was occurring in the classrooms in which we taught.

Stephen’s thesis was abridged into a more readily available document (Harris,
1980) entitled Culture and Learning and published by the Department of Education
and Training in 1980. This enabled Stephen’s research findings to spread more widely
across the Indigenous education community throughout Australia.

But it was not only the insights that Stephen had revealed with his initial study that
made his contribution so valuable. He was always open to discuss the difficulties we
faced in schools. I had for some time been realising that questions created problems in
classrooms, and I felt that most teachers who were new to the Territory had probably
no idea that this was the situation. On one occasion, a professional development
activity for Indigenous teachers from all over the NT was being held at Batchelor
College. All the women were sleeping on the floor in a very large room. After the
lights went out the gossip gradually ceased. The quiet was only broken when I heard
someone say my name. When I responded she said, “The kids won’t answer my
questions’, and with that the chatter started once again. Everyone had a story to tell.
‘What do the children say?’ I queried. The answer was unanimous. ‘The children
say, ““You know the answer so why should we tell you?”.

There was more discussion before they all slept but I was wide awake. The people
at the conference had all been schooled and had some degree of teacher education but
not one of them knew why teachers asked questions in school. As an old Indigenous
man said, ‘You teach us English, but you have your secret English and you keep that
to yourselves’. How true. But how to raise the issue of school language behaviour,
that is the norm in mainstream schools, remained a challenge. On my return I raised
the matter with Stephen. The issue was, how do we get children to ask and answer
questions in schools and not take this behaviour into the communities where such
behaviour is considered to be rude? In traditional Indigenous communities, oral
knowledge is to be remembered and passed down for it tells you how to live and
survive in the area where you live. It is not open to the kind of questioning our
society, with its written records, regards as the norm.

As usual Stephen rose to the challenge. I had begun to understand that Western
schooling needed to be seen as a language game. But I had then stalled, and Stephen
came to the rescue. Australian Rules football, which was the game of choice in most
communities, would provide a solution. In this game bumping is allowed. You deliver
a good ‘hip and shoulder’ to your opponent to win—but you don’t go home and do
that to your mother. School needed to be seen as a language game, in which to win,
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you ask and answer questions, but again you don’t go home and do the same to your
mother.

While at Yirrkala I had become aware that matters of concern in any situation were
raised in a much more round-about way than we do. Since the arrival of a mining town
just down the road many of the older people were concerned about the young people
as they moved in and out of that new environment. But they would address these
matters separately whereas I would pull them together by asking, ‘What will happen
to the young people if they keep going to the town where they will find alcohol, drugs
and many other such things?’ One day at Yirrkala at a Learning Together Session
we had tackled the issue. “What will happen if...?" was a question form that they
found very difficult, and at that time, impossible to construct in their language. It was,
however, important, because on a regular basis these kinds of questions are posed by
people who then make decisions about Indigenous people’s lives. It is also a form
of questioning that is required if children were to progress through school.

It had become obvious that this question form would need to be introduced in
English, but how to give it meaning when the children could not translate it? (Many
mainstream children learn this form when parents ask, ‘What will happen if you
poke that stick in your eye?’ or ‘...drop that brick on your foot?” These children
go to school ready to engage in such conversations.) Again, Stephen came to the
rescue. His suggestion was that we begin with “What will happen when...?” Only
after children understood this idea could the “What will happen if ...?" version be
tackled. We began to introduce this idea to schools and it worked. Stephen not only
explained what was going on in our classrooms but was a creative solver of really
important matters in these remote classrooms—an environment in which he had
never actually worked as a teacher.

As time went by, the work being done in the NT trickled through to educators
of Indigenous children around Australia, particularly those working with children
in very remote communities. I frequently accompanied Stephen to conferences and
workshops of all kinds and in many different places. I soon realised that as we
entered the room a hush would fall. Someone would have seen us and said his name
and the chatter would cease. Stephen, who was really very shy, would frequently
stop walking for he was overwhelmed by such a reaction. My task was simply to
place a hand firmly on his back and accompany him as he moved forward. Stephen
was the person who had explained to them what was happening in their classrooms
and they were both grateful to him and yet in awe of him for the understandings he
provided and continued to provide during his years in bilingual education.

Stephen was the most outstanding colleague I ever worked with. His knowledge of
how Indigenous children from remote communities learn at home was a revelation.
He modelled for those he worked with how to keep learning. He had high expectations
of everyone around him to work at a level that they had never thought possible. And
throughout, he remained a friend and confidant—someone you could trust. My life,
like the lives of many others, have been enhanced by knowing him and understanding
the work he did. His contribution will live on for decades to come.
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Note

Portions of this chapter originally appeared in another publication, Living and
Learning in a Yolngu World, and have been included here with the full agreement of
the publisher. Andy McDermott, CEO of Publicious Pty Ltd., advised by e-mail on
May 21st 2021:

I can confirm that Beth Graham owns all copyrights to her book, Living and Learning in
a Yolngu World and that the ISBN is registered in her name though Thorpe and Bowker, a
check of the Trove Australian National Library catalogue will confirm this. Publicious has
no objections or legal grounds to object should Beth Graham choose to submit any materials
from her book to be used in other works.
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Abstract This paper describes correspondence between Stephen Harris and Jim
Cummins between 1982 and 1993. The correspondence focused on the implications
of the differences in worldview and ways of knowing between Aboriginal and ‘main-
stream’ Australian communities for the linguistic interdependence hypothesis, which
Cummins had proposed in the late 1970s and elaborated in the early 1980s. The inter-
dependence hypothesis argued that there was a common underlying proficiency in
conceptual knowledge and cognitive functioning that enabled crosslinguistic transfer
among bilingual learners. This hypothesis helped explain why, in bilingual educa-
tion programs, less instruction through the majority language resulted in no adverse
effects on literacy development in that language. Harris suggested that the hypothesis
required modification to account for the fact that crosslinguistic transfer might be
significantly reduced in contexts of widely different world views between ‘minority’
and ‘majority’ populations. Under these circumstances, language of instruction
in bilingual programs should be organised according to cultural domains, with
western concepts and knowledge taught through the majority language and Aborig-
inal concepts and knowledge taught through the Aboriginal language, with little
expectation of significant transfer across domains. Cummins agreed that this was
a convincing argument that provided a coherent direction for bilingual program
planning in Indigenous contexts.

Keywords Bilingual education * Culture domain separation - Indigenous
students - Linguistic interdependence + Societal power relations - Two-way
Aboriginal schooling

I never had the privilege of meeting Stephen Harris in person. Despite our mutual
desire to get together, it just didn’t work out during my visit to Australia in 1989 or
Stephen’s visit to Ontario in the early 1990s. Our acquaintance, and, I think, mutual
respect for each other, evolved over the course of a decade from 1982 to 1993, during
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Fig. 9.1 1982 letter from Stephen Harris

which we corresponded occasionally by letter. Despite the sporadic nature of this
exchange of letters, and our sharing of bulky typewritten research reports from the
pre-Internet era that were ‘hot-off-the-press’, its impact on both Stephen’s thinking
and mine was consequential, and I believe, of continuing relevance for the fields of
bilingual instruction and the education of Indigenous students.

Stephen initiated our communication with a letter dated 18 March 1982 (Fig. 9.1)
in which he kindly noted the positive influence of my work on the efforts that he and
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colleagues were making to establish the credibility of bilingual education programs
for Aboriginal students in the Northern Territory. The theoretical ideas and research
evidence that I had advanced in several articles (e.g., Cummins, 1979, 1981) had
served to ‘harden up’ the rationale for bilingual approaches to Aboriginal schooling.
He shared several research reports and unpublished articles that had recently been
written in relation to the Northern Territory Aboriginal Education Program.

I don’t have a copy of my response to Stephen’s letter. However, in my book,
Bilingualism and Special Education: Issues in Assessment and Pedagogy (Cummins,
1984), I did reference the 1981 TESOL Quarterly article by Gale, McClay, Christie,
and Harris entitled ‘Academic achievement in the Milingimbi bilingual education
program’ that documented the positive outcomes of the bilingual approach in that
community, to which Stephen had drawn my attention.

My next communication from Stephen came more than five years later, dated
14 July 1987. At that point, Stephen was a Research Fellow at Flinders University
in Adelaide, South Australia (see Hughes & Teasdale, 1990, for the background
to this Research Fellowship). His experience included many years growing up as a
child in Aboriginal communities as well as eight years as an advisor to the Northern
Territory Aboriginal Bilingual Program. During that year in Flinders University,
where his mandate was to write from his own experience and to document his own
theories and intuitions about Aboriginal education, he produced the first draft of what
was to become his profoundly inspirational book Two-Way Aboriginal Schooling:
Education and Cultural Survival (Harris, 1990).

During the intervening years (between 1982 and 1986), I had also broadened my
perspective to highlight the coercive power relations that severely limited educational
and social opportunities for minoritised students (e.g., Cummins, 1986). The basic
argument [ tried to make was that school failure among minoritised students will be
reversed only when educators actively challenge historical and current patterns of
racism and disempowerment.

Stephen’s analysis of Aboriginal education in Australia recognised the central
role of societal power relations (which is hard to ignore in any Indigenous education
context), but there was a sticking point: from Stephen’s perspective, the interdepen-
dence hypothesis (Cummins, 1981), which argued for teaching for two-way transfer
across languages within bilingual programs, required modification. Here’s what he
said in his letter to me (see the Appendix for the full letter):

Now as a result of my thinking over the last couple of years, and leave this year, I want to
write that the interdependence hypothesis needs to be altered for minority groups with very
different world views than that of the mainstream culture. Some of my friends have warned
me that unless I am right, such a statement from me could prove to be very discouraging and
confusing to teachers in bilingual schools because of the degree to which I am associated
with Aboriginal bilingual education and with explaining and ‘applying’ your hypotheses.

He enclosed the Table of Contents and draft versions of two chapters from Two
Way Aboriginal Schooling which he had been writing during his Research Fellowship
at Flinders University. He acknowledged that he had no strong interpretation of
‘why the Rock Point Navajo school [in Arizona] did so well, in the light of my new
nervousness about the unmodified interdependence hypothesis, unless good teaching
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in the Anglo domain and resolution of intergroup power relations in favour of the
Navajos (Cummins, 1986) provide the two main explanations’.

The following excerpt from the letter spoke powerfully to Stephen’s personal
commitment to ensuring that education supported Indigenous students in acquiring
and consolidating their own cultural knowledge and ways of being, while at the
same time experiencing academic success as defined by the broader society. It also
highlighted his perception, unusual at the time, that theoretical ideas are profoundly
consequential for the lives of students and communities:

I assure you I am not playing academic games or trying to score points academically. The
stakes are far too important to the Aborigines for that.

These perspectives are reflected in the Preface to his published book where he
wrote ‘This book, then, is primarily theoretical. ... It is selective, aiming merely to
develop the theory of a schooling for simultaneous Aboriginal cultural maintenance
and academic success’ (1990, p. xiii).

Although I am only now making the connection to Stephen’s work, I have also tried
to highlight the central role that consequential validity plays in evaluating the legit-
imacy of any theoretical construct or framework (Cummins, 2021). In other words,
in addition to the criteria of empirical adequacy and logical coherence, we should
also evaluate theoretical propositions with respect to their ‘real world’ consequences
or implications for educational practice.

Stephen’s ‘new nervousness’ about what he called the ‘unmodified interdepen-
dence hypothesis’, derived from the fact that the worldviews of Aboriginal and
dominant ‘mainstream’ culture were so divergent that, in many curricular spheres,
transfer of concepts and ‘knowledge’ was just not possible. Bilingual education that
did not recognise this domain separation was likely to undermine the Aboriginal
worldview (e.g., by not seriously teaching Aboriginal conceptions of human origins)
while simultaneously failing in its efforts to develop western modes of thinking
and academic success (e.g., by trying to teach western scientific and mathematical
concepts through Aboriginal languages).

My response (dated August 11, 1987) to Stephen’s letter is also shown in the
Appendix. Word processing and printing technology had finally arrived at that point,
with the result that I had (fortunately!) retained a printed copy of the letter. Stephen
quoted extensively from this letter in Two-Way Aboriginal Schooling (Chap. 5, Notes
2 and 3, pp. 110-111). Although I was aware, in a general way, of the vastly different
worldviews of many Indigenous groups in comparison to western Eurocentric percep-
tions and assumptions, I had not made any connection between this knowledge and
its relevance to the interdependence hypothesis. My reaction to Stephen’s letter was
that ‘the case you make for culture domain separation is extremely convincing’. It
seemed to me at the time (and still today) that it offered at least a partial explanation
as to why previous bilingual and non-bilingual programs for Indigenous students
had not lived up to expectations. It also seemed to provide a ‘coherent direction for
future program planning’. I suggested that a close reading of the interdependence
hypothesis suggests that it could stand unmodified, based on the fact that Aborig-
inal language instruction may not have been very effective in developing Aboriginal



9 Culture Domain Separation and Linguistic Interdependence ... 97

Fig. 9.2 1993 letter from Stephen Harris

literacy and other academic skills (for reasons related to societal power relations
and the divergence of world views between dominant and Aboriginal communi-
ties). Thus, because ‘relatively little may have been learned, so relatively little will
transfer’. I concluded with the following argument:

Thus, I think that the interdependence hypothesis can stand unmodified, but it needs to be
interpreted and applied to policy and practice very carefully. So basically, I’m trying to have
my cake and eat it too—agreeing with the rationale and implementation of two-way bilingual
programs involving culture domain separation but also maintaining no inconsistency with a
strictly interpreted and applied interdependence hypothesis.

Stephen wrote to me in early January 1990 to let me know that his book had
recently been accepted for publication (it had been completed in 1987). He also
asked my permission to include two quotations from my 1987 letter in his book. I
was obviously very happy to agree to their inclusion.

My last letter from Stephen was dated 18 February 1993 (Fig. 9.2). He explained
why it didn’t work out for us to meet while he was in North America. I found very
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poignant his comment that ‘Not too many academics in Australia have received “my”
Two-way Schooling well’.

As 1 prepared this paper, I read again Stephen’s book Two-Way Aboriginal
Schooling, and the lucidity and logic of his arguments jump off the pages. In a
context where bilingual/two-way education for Aboriginal students has been largely
shut down since 2008, with the loss of immeasurable human potential, my hope is that
these ideas can again take root in Australian and international Indigenous contexts.
I end this heartfelt tribute to Stephen Harris’s educational legacy with a quotation
from Beth Graham’s (2020) book Living and Learning in a Yolyu World that evokes
the intellectual charisma that Stephen brought to discussions of Indigenous educa-
tion, followed by a summary account that appeared in my recent book (Cummins,
2021) of Stephen’s theoretical contributions and impact in a global context that still
stubbornly refuses to listen to the voices and wisdom of Indigenous communities.

Although the schools in the Kimberley were not following bilingual programs, news about
some of the insights we were gaining and the approaches we were developing must have
filtered across the NT border. Mostly people wanted us to share insights about literacy and
numeracy and if, on occasion, Stephen Harris was present, teachers would hang on every
word he said about learning styles. It opened up new ways of thinking about what was
happening in classrooms (Graham, 2020: 232).

The sociolinguistic and instructional context are also relevant to the question of whether
schools should always attempt to teach for transfer and promote L1/L2 interdependence.
Australian researcher Stephen Harris (1990) made a persuasive argument for caution in
teaching for transfer in his seminal book Two-Way Aboriginal Schooling: Education and
Cultural Survival. Harris suggested that the gap in world views between Aboriginal and
western cultures is so great that bilingual education programs should clearly separate western
and Aboriginal cultural domains, with English used exclusively for the former and Aborig-
inal languages for the latter. He suggested that using the Aboriginal language as a means
of teaching the concepts of western schooling risks undermining the Aboriginal culture
and contributing to language and cultural shift. Harris is not questioning the importance or
legitimacy of bilingual education for Indigenous communities but rather the most effective
ways of allocating instructional resources to ensure cultural and linguistic survival as well as
strong academic development in conventional school subjects. These considerations are rele-
vant to Indigenous communities around the world who should be encouraged and enabled to
make instructional decisions informed by the local sociolinguistic and sociopolitical context.
Unfortunately, as Australian educator Beth Graham points out in her moving and poignant
memoir, Indigenous communities in Australia (and elsewhere) are still excluded from mean-
ingful participation in schools and the broader society and this coercive process of exclusion
diminishes members of the dominant group as much as it does the minoritised group: ‘If we
would only listen to their stories, songs, and wisdom, we may find a new way of belonging
to this ancient land’ (Graham, 2020, p. 267), (Cummins, 2021, p. 259).
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Dear Stephen:

Thank you for sending wme the two chapters of your book on two-way
bilingual schooling. The perspective in the book i1s ore that I
nad not thought about in any extended way before but the case you
make for culture domain separation is extremely convincino. It
appears not only to provide at least a partial explanation for
why previous bilingual and nor-bilingual programs for Aborigine
groups have not worked as well as was expected but also a
coherent direction for future program planning.

1 have recently been involved (briefly) with Indian groups in Arizora
and also have becowe more involved with Inuit programs in Canada
and ‘intuitively the ideas you are developing appear to have
profound implications for those groups in addition to Rborigine
populations. [ am enclosing a paper by Terri McCarthy on the
Rough Rock program which you may find interesting. [ think it
illustrates how a good idea (community control) can get screwed
up both by funding/administrative uncertainties imposed by the
mainstream society and by the lack of clear culture domain
separation. Only lip-service apoears to have been paid to Navajo
language and culture and always subsumed to mainstream criteria
of what is really important in schools. The structural clarity
that your scheme would confer in this type of situation would go
guite a long way towards really empowering communities, rather
than giving the appearance of empowerment but always with white
men pushing the buttons in the background.

With respect to the interdependence principle, what you say
follows logically from the discussion of how far removed
Aborigine and mainstream cultures and functions of literacy are
from each other. 1 agree fully with your view that teaching
western academic skills of hypothetical problem—solving,
context-reduced use of language etc. through Aborigine languages
is probably not an appropriate strategy because of how different
these modes of thought appear to be from preferred Aborigine
thought processes and use of language. However, on close
reading, I'm not sure that the interdependence hypothesis itself
requires modification, even though the typical policy impleation
of the hypothesis does not fit the Aborigine situation. The
hypothesis as you have quoted it on p. 21 states that "to the
extent that imstruction through a minority language is effective
in developing academic proficiency in the minority language,
transfer of this proficiency ... etc.)". The important aspects
in the present context are GUX{to the extent that}. What is
clear from your description is that instruction through
Aboriginal languages is not particularly effective in developing
at least certain kinds of academic skills in those languages, for
the reasons you discuss. Hence, this strateoy (L1 instruction)
is not likely to be very effective in developing these same
skills in English; transfer of what has been learned will
probably occur (as predicted by the hypothesis) but relatively
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little may have been learned so relatively little will tranafer,

1 think that the interdependence hyputhesis can stand
unmodified, but it needs to be interpreted and applied to policy
and prartice very carefully. So basically, I'm trying to hawve my
cake and eat it toc - agreeing with the ratiorale and
implementation of two-way bilingual preograms involving culture
domain @eparation but also maintaining no inconsistency with a
strictly interpreted and applied i1nterdependernce hyopothesis.

I'd be interested to get your reactions to this when you get time

Thus,

I'm aleo enclosing a paper by Tove Skutnabb-Kangas which may be
relevant to your Chapter or power relations - certainly I have
found Galtung's ideas useful. Deirdre may already have passed
this on to you but if rnot you may find it interesting.

There is a possibility I may be

Say nells to Deirdre for me.
If it works out

coming to the RATESOL Conference in January 1989.
I would be really interested in getting together and talking more

about some of these issues.

Begst wiches,

5 G

=

Jim Swmmins
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“You Only Learn to Read Once’’: e
Stephen Harris’s Insights
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Abstract Stephen Harris’s ability to share his knowledge and research with those
involved in the Northern Territory’s bilingual programs for remote Indigenous-
language-speaking students ensured the highest quality of bilingual program delivery.
His professional influence and social justice agenda positively impacted teachers’
practice, as they worked with him in this field. In many discussions and meetings,
he revealed important evidence-based truths about cross-cultural knowledges and
ways of viewing the world. Stephen’s prolific writing in this field has greatly influ-
enced teachers’ orientations to cross-cultural teaching in these contexts. It is with
respect and thanks that we acknowledge his work and ongoing positive influence
on the effectiveness of bilingual education and cross-cultural teaching in remote NT
communities.

Keywords Bilingual - Children + Education - Language * Learning

“You only learn to read once”, Stephen stated matter-of-factly, to quell an informal
argument against bilingual education. The setting was a Northern Territory (NT)
Department of Education Curriculum Office and the conversation was casual, but
fraught with political overtones. Some people were seated at their desks. Others
were standing near Stephen’s desk. Young children entering school at five years
of age with no English, and from oral cultural backgrounds, need the support of
learning through their own language to achieve initial literacy (McMahon & Murray,
2000). They can only acquire literacy skills in a language they speak and understand.
Stephen was explaining to the others the fact that when children know how to read
in their first language (L.1), this skill is easily transferred to the second one (L2).

“Bilingual education costs too much” said the naysayers, “and why are we holding
up the learning of English literacy until Year 4”? “They need English to get on in
life”! So went the negative, naive comments about what ‘outsiders’ (within education)
thought was Bilingual Education.
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Stephen didn’t ever have to say much, because what he did say carried such
influence and undeniable knowledge that no response was either adequate or required.
Yet, in the process, he had not made one enemy!

Stephen was a ‘down-to-earth’ person with the insights of a gifted academic, the
latter being who he was. When I mention the name ‘Stephen Harris’ in teacher Profes-
sional Development workshops, someone always recalls that he wrote ‘Aboriginal
Learning Styles’ (Harris, 1984). Those who were around in those years—the 1970s
and early 1980s—know what a revelation this piece of work was to teachers in class-
rooms. Teachers were trying to teach the only way they knew how to, and were
bewildered by the children’s unpredictable behavioural responses. Until Stephen’s
work in this area, it was not formally recognised that children from different cultural
backgrounds would learn in different ways or respond to Western teaching strategies
in ways unpredictable to the teachers.

Teachers, of course, recognised that the children spoke their own language and not
English. However, many people around the world fitted this profile. Teachers’ expec-
tations of appropriate learning behaviours matched those of “Western schooling’; i.e.,
attentive listening when the teacher was talking, responding to (de-contextualised)
questions on demand, sitting/standing in one place whilst ‘teaching’ was happening,
etc.

Stephen’s research in this area opened teachers’ eyes to students’ classroom
behaviours, which did not match the expectations of formal Western schooling at
all. Now, however, after Stephen’s publication came out, teachers had a better under-
standing about why students responded in these unpredictable and ‘foreign’ ways, to
their teaching input. Stephen brought the insights of a different discipline, Anthro-
pology, to those in the field of Education, with positive outcomes (Harris, 1984, 1988,
1990).

Teachers could see for the first time that they didn’t have a ‘behaviour manage-
ment’ problem; that the children were not being ‘badly behaved’; that the chil-
dren were not personally insulting the teacher, or being rude and inconsiderate. The
cultural ways of formal western teaching and learning practices were unfamiliar to
the children, and teachers needed to include ‘how fo learn in school’ as part of the
curriculum, without denigrating the ways children learned outside of school. In Beth
Graham’s words, children needed to be taught ‘school culture’ as different to ‘home
culture’ (Graham, 2020). This was a new idea: a bicultural form of learning through
two cultural world views.

I am sure this influenced Stephen’s stance on domain separation within the Bilin-
gual Program in Indigenous schools in the NT. This approach to bilingual instruction
in these contexts was very successful both culturally and linguistically in the class-
room context, and I continue to advise Bilingual schools to use it. Where students’ first
language is fragile, changing under the heavy influence of English, towards creolisa-
tion, threatening potential language loss, it is more important than ever that children
learn to discriminate between their own language and English, and become strong
in both. When this happens, students will be able to switch between both languages
and cultures, based on sociocultural need and context. I supported Stephen’s concept
of domain separation for the bilingual implementation of the curriculum; that is, a
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physical form of domain separation where English was taught in one area of the class-
room and L1 taught in another. This supported young students, who could use their
own language in either space, but knew the teacher would be speaking the language
identified with that space in the next lesson. This made the bilingual implementation
more predictable for young children.

Stephen’s work and advocacy in this bilingual, bicultural field impacted positively
on thousands of students who were educated bilingually in the NT from the 1970s to
2009. The young children whom I co-taught with local language speakers, needed
to understand that this foreign concept of literacy (marks on paper) can happen
in both languages. It helped them to know that their own language was located
in a particular area in the classroom and when they looked at another part of the
classroom, the ‘marks’ on paper represented the new/additional/foreign language,
English. This was a simple, but very effective classroom strategy brought about by
Stephen’s insights.

Stephen’s work and professional support provided me with the courage to plan,
develop and implement a teaching approach we called ‘“The Jirnani Approach’
(Murray & Gastin, 1980). This was based on the fact that if Tiwi children were
to be taught in Tiwi, through Tiwi, then the Tiwi staff, the assistant teachers, needed
to have control over the whole learning experience, given that there are recognised
Aboriginal Learning Styles that are different from those seen as successful school
behaviours in Western classrooms by English-language speakers.

In the Jirnani Approach, Assistant Teacher were responsible for the total learning
experience of a group of children: from planning what to teach in team-planning
time, to implementing the pedagogy, and assessing the students’ progress. This was
done in a two-way mentor relationship between the class teacher, the only English
speaker in the classroom, and the Tiwi Assistant Teacher, who spoke English, in
addition to Tiwi. Stephen’s work, wisdom and encouragement enabled us to move
fluidly across our teaching roles, and relinquish ‘responsibility’ for instruction in
and through Tiwi, to the assistant teachers as our partners, in the bilingual teaching
process.

‘Our (Bilingual Education) goal is to graduate competent bilingual/bicultural
young adults’, Stephen stated. In order to achieve this, Stephen introduced us to,
and continued to advocate for, the maintenance model of bilingual instruction. In
other words, the NT bilingual programs were never to be implemented as Transfer
models, where the first language (L1) was used until children had enough English to
learn through English, which then completely replaced L1 in the classroom.

The Northern Territory’s Bilingual Education Policy in Stephen’s time, based
on his advice and leadership, was one of maintenance of learning in and through
both languages (L1 and L2) until graduation. He supported the Staircase Model
of bilingual instruction, inspired by his visit to Rockpoint School in New Mexico,
USA, where the student profile was similar to Indigenous children in remote areas of
Australia. This model maintained the role of L1 until the end of school, in different
proportions, as students developed both their L1 and learnt their L2 to high cognitive
levels (Murray, 1985).
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This bilingual model of teaching which allowed for equity of access to learning
(through L1), was not readily accepted politically, or easily maintained, with many
critics pushing for an English-only approach. The exceptionally high teacher-
turnover rate in remote Indigenous communities in the NT meant that these crucial
messages about the human right to learn through one’s own language and the educa-
tional advantages it bestowed, had to be visible and available at all times to all school
staff. Stephen led a team of people who worked closely with schools to ensure that
this was the case.

One of the greatest impacts of the establishment of bilingual-bicultural education
in the NT was the establishment of a teacher-training pathway for assistant teachers in
communities. The assistant teachers each had active teaching roles in the classrooms
as they spoke the children’s languages. They were therefore seen as teachers through
the process of intercultural team-teaching. They saw themselves as teachers and for
some years in the 1980s and 1990s, most bilingual schools in the NT had two or
more fully qualified local teachers responsible for teaching one group of students
in and through two languages: their own and the additional language, English. This
momentum in the growth of trained local Indigenous staff has not continued since
and this targeted teacher training is now in a state of inertia.

Maintaining the integrity of bilingual-bicultural education in the NT required
constant vigilance over the years from 1974 until its demise in 2009, long after
Stephen left the NT. Stephen’s understated manner of sharing the research-based
evidence and therefore how things needed to be, whilst remaining actively engaged
in research ‘on the ground’, found no equal in establishing and enriching the
bilingual-bicultural education experience of thousands of Indigenous language-
speaking students and their teachers. His knowledge and wisdom in the field continue
to guide many of us in the area, even after his passing, as his passion for what remains
fair and just, regarding access to Education for All, cannot be surpassed. Social Justice
for minority language speakers underpinned Stephen’s cross-cultural insights and he
passed this on to those of us who had the advantage of knowing him. Stephen’s
professional leadership determined determined the foundational strength of Bilin-
gual Education in the NT to the long-lasting benefit of both the Program and those
who worked within it. Stephen’s ability to work across many contexts with people
of all persuasions ensured the effectiveness of the Program. Even after his passing,
Stephen’s wisdom and knowledge continues to inspire, as advocacy for authentic
bilingual instruction continues. Thank you Stephen.
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Harris, 1979-2020
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Abstract Through a series of stories, and a few selected impressions, the author
reflects on his professional association with Stephen Harris over four decades. During
that time, not surprisingly, both their roles changed and so did the opportunity to
collaborate on a number of shared writing, teaching, course preparation and postgrad-
uate supervision tasks. There were also some lighter moments. The author discovered
that, without any loss of respect or affection, he and his colleague could always hold
each other accountable for the quality of their writing and the level of trust each
expected from the other.
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An Initial Reflection

It is probably easier for me to characterise a person after one brief meeting than
it is to find the right words to describe a man I worked with, and regarded as a
friend, for more than four decades. A quick encounter lends itself easily to a ready
generalisation, or a mischievous focus on some cartoonish detail. This allows a
precise word or phrase to be conjured up quickly. Being associated with someone
like Stephen Harris for such a long time is a different matter entirely, especially as
our work roles and responsibilities changed over the years. There is no escaping the
fact that one has engaged with a complex human being, who is just as puzzling as
oneself at times. Portraying that in a nuanced, balanced and appropriate way is the
challenge.
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Overview

My aim in this chapter is to share some stories about Stephen, focusing first on
the 1978-85 period, then on 1986, when I took up his former position, as Principal
Education Officer, Bilingual. I go on to recall some of our collaborations and friendly
disagreements as university colleagues (1988—1997), and finally I reminisce about the
time my wife and I visited Stephen, after he had retired and was living in Tamworth.
That leads fairly naturally to a four-part arrangement of the content. There is little
chance that I can hoodwink readers with some ‘tall tales and true from the legendary
past’, as both Nancy, my wife for 50-odd years, and Stephen’s wife, Joy, can spot a
falsehood at 50 paces, so there is no choice but to tell the truth as I remember it in
sharing this account.

I know the reader cares little for this, but as the writer of this chapter I have had to
constantly struggle with what to include or leave out when it comes to sharing any
details about myself. Full disclosure was too scary a prospect, and totally undesirable,
but hiding behind a stage curtain was not appropriate either. I leave it to the reader
to judge whether I have managed to steer a middle course in that regard. In any case,
the one who deserves to be on stage, front and centre, is Stephen. I can only hope
that I have managed to arrange the setting and lighting accordingly!

1978-85

In 1978 T was living on Karkar Island with Nancy and our two children, Jenny and
Michael. Karkar was our much-loved equatorial island home for two years. There the
coconut plantations run down to the sea. The island’s volcano, Mt Uluman, ascends
1839 m (6033 ft) into the clouds; by late 1978 it was steaming ominously. Our son had
been born in Madang seven months earlier, and it was the inconvenience of needing to
fly there a month beforehand that first made me wonder whether we should continue
to stay on in Papua New Guinea (PNG). At the time I was working as a secondary
school teacher in an English-only school, where all the students knew Tok Pisin and
at least one other local language. As it was a boarding school, attendance was never
a problem. These young people were eager to learn. They had inherited a belief that
education was of central importance in their lives. As one walked around that school,
it was customary to see 40 youngsters bent over their work in each classroom, so
it was easy to imagine that their fierce concentration, hunger for more print, more
knowledge, and more English, would inevitably lead to a better understanding of
the Western world. As enjoyable as it was to live and work alongside locals and
expatriates in this lovely setting, I sent off 18 job applications in June that year, once
Nancy and I had agreed that it was the right time to look for opportunities elsewhere.

By November I was convinced that all of my applications must have ended up in
dead-letter boxes around Australia, for I had heard nothing back from anyone. That
is, until the radio telephone outside my office rang one Tuesday morning. Normally,
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such a call would have been answered by the headmaster, or the school’s deputy, but
both were out of their offices. The conversation basically went like this:

— Hello. This is Joanna Japke from the Department of External Territories. Are you
still interested in the linguist position? [I didn’t realise this at the time, but she
was actually referring to a teacher-linguist position.]

— I certainly am.

— Good, because I have booked a plane for you on Thursday morning to fly from
Karkar to Madang to Port Moresby to Cairns to Darwin, and return two days later.

— That’s great. I’ll be on it.

It turns out that one of my applications had crossed the desk of Dr Stephen Harris,
a man completely unknown to me at the time. I had sought a position as a linguist in
the Department of Education but, quite correctly, Stephen had sensed that the role of
teacher-linguist would be a better fit for me, as it would combine language-learning
with educational and managerial responsibilities in a school.

Cos Russo, who was on my three-person interview panel in Darwin, believed that
I'should be posted to the small community of Numbulwar on the western shores of the
Gulf of Carpentaria. I reluctantly agreed to this, although I was concerned about the
availability of medical services there for Jenny, who was five, and Michael, who was
not yet one. The other two members of that interview panel were a Commonwealth
Teaching Service representative and a quiet, thoughtful man, Stephen Harris. I don’t
recall if Stephen and I had our first conversation at that time, after the meeting, but I
don’t think we did.

In December 1978 my wife and I left PNG. It was a wrench for Nancy and me to
leave Karkar Island, but the new Australian appointment offered a welcome chance
to combine linguistics, cross-cultural learning, research and teaching, while working
in Arnhem Land.

We flew to Connecticut in the United States first to stay with my wife’s parents.
Over the next two months, using materials I had acquired from Yale University, I
threw myself into the study of Wubuy, as this was the language I would need to learn
in the community where Stephen Harris, Cos Russo and others had said I would be
working. However, on landing at Darwin’s old airport in January 1979, my family and
I were met by an amiable fellow wearing long white socks and carrying a clipboard.
I was told that I had been assigned to Yirrkala, which had actually been my preferred
destination. So, as soon as I could, I hurried off to the Bilingual Education Section on
the third floor of the T&G building in Smith Street and asked the Principal Linguist
there, Dr Bruce Sommer, if he could give me everything he could on Gumatj, as this
was the language I now needed to learn. Fortunately, he was most obliging, and I
gratefully accepted a stack of papers from him on Gumatj, prepared by Joyce Ross,
as well as some of Beulah Lowe’s Gupapuynu language materials.

During the two weeks I had before leaving for Yirrkala, I now immersed myself in
the study of two closely related language varieties, Gumatj and Gupapuyyu, putting
to one side the Wubuy materials I had been painstakingly studying. In a sense this was
a familiar undertaking. During my five years in Papua New Guinea I had compiled
comparative lists of vocabulary drawn from coastal Indigenous languages spoken
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in the Madang region, and when I played chess in Madang with the pioneering
missionary linguist, Father John Z’graggen, he had listened tolerantly as I told him
about my interest in studying and learning some of these vernacular languages. In a
real sense then, my adventure as a Gumatj language learner would turn out to be a
continuation of my earlier immersive experiences in PNG. However, that was in the
future.

In early 1979, before leaving for Yirrkala, I needed to stay in Darwin for the
week-long orientation course that was to be held at Kormilda College for staff, such
as myself, who would be going out to remote communities to work. One conversation
I had at Kormilda with Jim Gallacher was as memorable as it was useful, for he
shared with me his detailed knowledge of Yirrkala, its clans and its leaders. Also, I
heard more about Stephen Harris, who was four years my senior, a man with a deep
connection to the Territory, and esteemed for the wise counsel he could offer those
working with Aboriginal children.

I did not expect to do much more than listen when I met Stephen again in Darwin.
However, I was surprised by how comfortable I felt in his presence. We talked easily,
as it turned out, and about many things, but what I remember most about these first
conversations was that we had both enjoyed working in Papua New Guinea. We
both liked cross-cultural work and wanted to see Indigenous people in positions of
responsibility. An early point of agreement was that we both detested bullies and
bullying behaviour of any sort. Stephen modestly claimed that he was not any good
at learning languages, but I was not convinced, since it was obvious that he had a
good grasp of Tok Pisin, which I had tried out on him.

Stephen asked about my growing-up years. I told him that although I had been
born into a stable, loving family in Victoria, I had an insatiable desire to travel, to
learn other languages and to be involved in work that would help make the world
a better place. I told him that in the late 1960s I had visited Papua New Guinea,
Malaysia and Thailand, and whenever I had the opportunity to stay in villages, I
would set out to learn the local vernacular language and use it as much as possible.
Since arriving in PNG in early 1974 I had felt drawn to learn more about the many
ples tok, or vernacular languages, spoken there, and had made progress in learning
a few of them in my out-of-work hours. For example, I had picked up enough to
understand one story told by an old man I spent time with in Bongu village. He told
me that he had once discovered a magic stone (a gitang) while crossing a shallow
river and, until it was lost during a Japanese bombing raid in the Second World War,
he had used it to help yam plants grow well and attract fish to his canoe. As he told
me these stories and mimicked the incantations he used with the fish and yams, as if
still holding that river pebble in front of his mouth, he would be sitting cross-legged
on a length of printed fabric, chewing betel nut, continuously dipping a green pepper
(daga) into lime, which he kept in a bamboo holder.

Stephen had a comparable story to tell. When he was gathering companions to
help him carry school supplies on his hikes to other villages, the subject of safety
always came up. Village rivalries and paybacks, either in the form of physical threat
or sorcery were very real and had to be taken into account when planning the route of
the trip on foot. On one hike across a valley his companions dived to the ground and he
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felt a forceful blast of air pass his shoulder, but there was no visible cause. Shaken,
he helped everyone gather up the dropped articles and asked what had happened.
They fearfully said that the village they were circling around had ‘sent a warning’.
After that he paid closer attention to their circuitous planned routes on village visits!

He also had another, funnier story. The translation team he and Joy were working
with wanted to visit a village to choose a teacher trainee. It was a very remote area
which had not been visited by a ‘white man’. Stephen and Joy were warned that the
customary greeting was an exuberant grab at the ‘privates’ and then a tight body hug
and a lift into the air with musical ululating from the women to accompany these
actions. Joy later on said, “Wow, was it a sight to behold. If only I had had a video
camera. Needless to say, I stayed in the vehicle’.

We also talked about our previous studies and some of our work roles. I told him
that I had joined Australia’s Department of External Territories in 1972. After a year’s
solid training in Canberra (which included Professor Tom Dutton’s Tok Pisin Course
and Dr Cal Zinkel’s wonderful presentations on education in developing countries)
I had travelled north with my wife and daughter, and 20 other education officers
and their families, to serve in Papua New Guinea’s secondary school system. The
changes I had noticed on an earlier visit in 1968 were accelerating.

Stephen and I shared our impressions of the modernisation which had come to the
villages, not only in the form of a cash economy, transistor radios, cassette players
and, sometimes, new roads, but for some, it also brought freedom from fear—of
the darkness, sorcery, punitive raids, and sickness—and the opportunity to become
citizens of the modern world, no longer bound by the restrictions of village life. I told
Stephen that as my appreciation of traditional rural lifestyles grew, so did my concern
about the relentless modernisation that was so obviously contributing to the pollution
of our planet. Stephen listened closely, and asked good follow-on questions. I told
him that I regretted the passing of an ancient oral culture, at a time when many of the
young people had their hearts and minds set on white-collar jobs in the towns, though
the old people still valued village life and its customs. Stephen agreed that traditional
values, cultures, languages and lifestyles in that country were being challenged by
the unrelenting pace of modern life.

At this time Stephen was a valued senior advisor in head office, and I was about to
take up a position in the field. It is clear to me now as I look back, and think about the
respective roles we had then, that Stephen had willingly taken on the role of mentor
to help guide the teacher-linguists who had accepted the challenge of working in
bilingual programs at remote rural schools in the Northern Territory. From January
1979 until the end of 1981 he was clearly the mentor, the thought leader, the advisor
and helper, and I was the keen, sometimes frustrated, learner.

In 1979 I began work at Yirrkala Community School as a teacher-linguist, a role
that I would have for three years. It was an exciting, absorbing challenge. It was my
responsibility to learn the Gumatj language, co-ordinate the provision of teaching
materials in that language, extend the bilingual program into the upper primary school
years, and continue on-site training for Aboriginal teaching assistants. I would relish
these tasks, I thought, as I imagined myself joining a group of dedicated, supportive
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professionals who had similar, or at least complementary, goals. This was not exactly
the case.

After landing in the flat, red-earth country at Gove Airport with my family and
then arriving in Yirrkala, I had felt the vague stirrings of what you might call stage
fright mixed with culture shock. When I went for my first walk to look around,
nobody came forward with a greeting, and no children ran out to stare as they often
did in Papua New Guinea. Skinny, leathery camp dogs growled at my presence.

In time though, I found myself caring deeply for the Aboriginal people I worked
with and was deeply appreciative of my developing relationship with them as an
adopted member of the Yunupiyu family, but it was still immensely frustrating if
students or teachers did not turn up for scheduled sessions. Nor did it help that some
non-Aboriginal colleagues plainly stated their opposition to the bilingual education
program. One waged war by means of regular, disapproving notes; for example, if I
met with small groups of Aboriginal staff without seeking her approval beforehand,
I was ‘going behind her back’.

During those early years at Yirrkala, I met with Stephen on quite a few occasions:
at meetings, conferences, inservices, school visits, or when he and Joy would invite
Nancy, me and our two young children to enjoy a meal at their house, or a picnic
with them on Fort Hill wharf, which was not closed off then as it is today. These
discussions were a tonic, for I felt I was in the company of two caring people, who not
only completely understood my PNG-Arnhem Land comparisons, but could advise
me when I outlined what I was trying to achieve as teacher-linguist and detailed
some of the obstacles I saw myself facing. Stephen was as pleased as I was when the
bilingual program at Yirrkala School was evaluated and accredited during my time
there.

After Stephen’s Ph.D. thesis had been edited by Joy, it was published in book form
and retitled: Culture and learning: Tradition and education in Northeast Arnhem
Land (Harris, 1980). It would not be too far off the mark to claim that it was this
publication that significantly boosted Stephen’s local reputation as an advisor and
scholar, and it attracted some overseas interest as well. This book was apprecia-
tively read, and shared, by many staff working in school-based bilingual education
programs. By the end of his four years tenure as Senior Education Officer (Anthro-
pology), Stephen Harris was a well-known and respected figure in remote Northern
Territory schools and further afield as well.

What I and others particularly appreciated was that Stephen was a good listener,
who would make a careful note of any requests that I and others working in bush
locations might have. At that time principals were administratively responsible for
the work of teacher-linguists in their school’s bilingual program, but head office
advisory staff (people like Stephen Harris and Cos Russo) were assigned professional
responsibility for our work. This was a somewhat clunky arrangement, but it did mean
that many of the more conceptual questions—such as, “What are the best available
tools to assess vernacular language proficiency?’—would be directed to these head
office advisers rather than the school principal. It was as a result of such discussions
that field staff were drawn into a better understanding of the principles and practices
of effective bilingual-bicultural education.
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That phrase, bilingual-bicultural education, began to be commonly used in
the 1980s, thanks to Stephen’s scholarly advocacy work. For example, in 1985 a
parliamentary committee reported that

bilingual programs incorporate history and culture associated with the mother tongue. Thus
bilingual programs are, to varying extents, also bicultural programs. Dr Stephen Harris of
the Northern Territory Department of Education, has defined bicultural education as: in its
broadest sense...the teaching of two ways of life. A bicultural school is one where at all
levels the Aboriginal to non-Aboriginal staff ratios, classroom subject content, languages
of instruction, teaching styles, and sources of decision-making significantly represent both
cultures.

(House of Representatives Select Committee on Aboriginal Education, 1985)

From 1983, for several years, I was Principal of Shepherdson College on Elcho
Island and during that time the bilingual program at that school was also accredited
by the NT Department of Education. Thanks to its hard-working, capable staff, the
students at Shepherdson were found to have done as well or better than students in
English-only Aboriginal schools which did not have bilingual-biliteracy programs.
By this time, Stephen had been promoted to Principal Education Officer, Bilingual.
He spent a few days at Shepherdson College during the Dry Season, and ran work-
shops for staff as well as visiting teachers and students in the bilingual classes. On
arriving at the school one time, he was a little miffed at first to discover that we were
not as well primed for his visit as he had expected. I had to explain that on some days
we could have up to 10 unannounced visitors taking advantage of the fine weather.
Each visitor would expect to be given priority, as a matter of course. Stephen’s visit
had, unfortunately coincided with other planeloads of contractors and visitors, and
so I was not able to set aside as much time for discussion as he wanted. Otherwise, he
had a satisfactory visit and was pleased to see a good bilingual program in operation.

In 1985 staff from the South Australian Education Department and Flinders
University’s School of Education were at a joint planning meeting. During a coffee
break, the question came up informally, ‘whose writings have had the greatest impact
in the field of Aboriginal education?’ As two delegates recalled, ‘there was surprising
unanimity around the table—we all agreed that during the preceding five years the
work of Stephen Harris had provoked the most debate, analysis and change’ (Hughes
and Teasdale in Harris, 1990, p. ix). This put in train a series of events: Professor
Colin Power, who was visiting Darwin some time later, invited Stephen to come
to Adelaide and join an ongoing research project; a grant was secured through the
Commonwealth Projects of National Significance Program; and a 12-month, full-
time position as Research Fellow in Education was offered. Before he accepted,
Stephen contacted me to see if I would be willing to take over his role as Principal
Education Officer (PEO) Bilingual, in 1986—on an acting basis for one year. (I was
away overseas at the time, for in the second half of 1985 I had left Arnhem Land
for New York City to defend my doctoral dissertation on intergenerational language
shift). I told him it would be an honour to accept.
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1986

When I took up the PEO role in 1986, I began to understand more about the Bilingual
Section and Stephen’s former role in it. It soon became apparent to me that, in addition
to his formal credentials, he had brought to this role a quiet, diplomatic manner, the
knowledge he had gained through his extensive experience of the Northern Territory,
his doctoral research at Milingimbi into how Aboriginal children learn, his earlier
public service positions, and the previous literacy work he had done in Papua New
Guinea.

From the moment I first sat down, at what had been Stephen’s desk, in January
1986, I could immediately see how organised he had been. Neatly arranged before
me, clearly labelled, and with accompanying notes, were the manuscripts of books
that were to be checked, then published. These included the 1986 Bilingual handbook
and Beth Graham’s Team teaching. When I called for any departmental file to assist
with some Ministerial inquiry, prepare a report, or just to fill in the many gaps in my
own knowledge, I would invariably come across some sensible, thoughtfully drafted
memorandum that Stephen had written. My respect for him grew, as I realised how
diplomatic and constructive he was as a communicator.

I gave careful thought to what I could contribute as Stephen’s successor in that
role. How to follow on from a man who has led the way in helping others to under-
stand Aboriginal learning styles, and how the aims of bilingual-bicultural education
programs might be achieved? As Dorothy Mehan has recalled,

at the regular Bilingual Program Conferences in Darwin Dr Stephen Harris discussed his
views about important differences between traditional learning styles and formal Western
education. In traditional Aboriginal society children are used to learning in real life situations
without a great deal of verbal instruction. Western schools set up a sequence of skills to be
learnt in a formal setting with much more verbal teaching. Dr Harris explained that traditional
learning styles were not necessarily suited to the classroom, and so some current classroom
methods are more compatible than others with the learning styles familiar to Aboriginal
children. These methods could therefore be very useful, especially in the early years of
schooling. (Mehan, 2017, p. 68)

It soon became clear though what areas needed attention. One important early
task in my new PEO Bilingual role was to continue Stephen’s efforts to align the
work of bilingual advisory staff with that of the linguists, so that all were focused on
supporting students in schools. Accordingly, I arranged a two-day meeting, February
18th—19th, 1986 with the linguists Drs Ian Green, Nicki Piper, Bruce Sommer and
Alan Walker, to see what could be done to co-ordinate our joint efforts. Education
staff and linguists had collaborated well sometimes, but there was a need for a
more cohesive plan, and better information management. I knew that this had been
Stephen’s view as well. An additional perspective that I shared with the linguists was
that one of the symptoms of our compartmentalised thinking was that money was
being spent on installing incompatible computer hardware and software. A better
plan of action was needed. For example, to ensure that special characters, such as
‘tailed n’ () could be printed on an Epsom FX-100 printer, the head office solution
had been to modify the codes in the Intel 2764 EPROM that generated the printer
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codes, whereas literature production centres at schools with bilingual programs were
beginning to use Macintosh-laser printer configurations that had easily bypassed this
problem. Some months later after that meeting, on October 24th Dr Alan Walker,
wrote a follow-up letter, which noted that ‘our meeting of bilingual advisory staff
and linguists in February last was a significant step forward in Bilingual Education’.

Another key task as PEO Bilingual was to draft responses to external queries
and criticism, for the Minister of Education, just as Stephen had done. In 1985 and
1986 several prominent people had queried the Northern Territory Government’s
continuing ability and willingness to fund bilingual education, a concern fueled
by staff cuts in 1985; for example, three positions in the Bilingual Program had
been lost: two field linguists and an adviser. Accordingly, many letters criticising
these cuts and bemoaning the paltry level of funding available were received by
the NT Minister for Education. For example, Mr. Yami Lester, Director, Institute for
Aboriginal Development wrote a pointed letter on December 13th 1985 and Professor
M.A K. Halliday, President of the Australian Linguistic Society, sent an equally hard-
hitting letter on May 13th 1986. Bob Wharton, President of the Northern Territory
Teachers Federation, voiced his discontent in a radio interview on March 4th, 1986.
In reply the Minister for Education pointed out that ‘this reduction formed part of an
overall reduction of 50 head office positions in the Department of Education which
arose out of severe financial constraints imposed by the current economic climate’
(Letter from Tom Harris to Yami Lester, March 10th, 1986). This was true. At that
time it was possible to assure concerned letter writers that the government had no
plans to gut the bilingual program. Years later it was not possible to give such an
assurance, much to my regret and Stephen’s.

1988-1997

In early 1987, at the suggestion of Geoff Hodgson, a more senior departmental
colleague, I met with Dr Jim Cameron, Dean of the Faculty of Education at Darwin
Institute of Technology, to see if it was possible to develop a course that would help
prepare graduates for specialist roles, such as teacher-linguist, in a remote school’s
bilingual program. Jim agreed that it was possible and he explained how we could
build on preparatory work done by many others and offer what would become the
first Graduate Diploma of Applied Linguistics offered by an Australian University.

A month or so later I was invited by Chris Walton, in that same Faculty of Educa-
tion, to apply for a position there as Senior Lecturer. As I recall, I was given about
an hour to put my application in by fax before close of business one Friday after-
noon. Fortunately, the application was successful. My main task for the remainder
of that year was to write unit information books and study guides, and to compile
resource packs for several units in the Applied Linguistics course. Dr Paul Black,
Chris Walton and Keith Downer also assisted with that task. Two years later, Dr
Stephen Harris joined the staff as Senior Lecturer. Later, in 1992, he was promoted,
becoming Reader in Education. He was well-qualified for these university roles as
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he had a BA (Sydney), an MA and Ph.D. (New Mexico), and many years of cross-
cultural experience, including eight years serving as a senior or principal advisor in
the NT Bilingual Program.

Stephen helped to strengthen the Applied Linguistics program by contributing to
course units such as Language in society, Language, learning and culture, Language
teaching in a bilingual setting, Course design in bilingual education, Sociocultural
foundations of education and Aboriginal education priorities. His focus was squarely
on Aboriginal education. He was pleased to be at the university, he told me. It soon
became obvious that our students were happy that he had joined us as well. He turned
out to be a thoughtful, encouraging teacher and an excellent postgraduate supervisor.

Some scholars’ offices are untidy and cluttered, a mess of books and papers.
Stephen’s office was spartan by comparison with most. His collection of books was
surprisingly modest. On his shelves there were just a few volumes on anthropology,
psychology and Aboriginal education, plus some sociology texts that Professor
Deidre Jordan had given him when she retired. For the most part he used his book-
shelves to store course unit folders, face down in rows. It was here that he kept all the
relevant readings, study guides and unit introductions. His room was, come to think
of it, the most organised and unpretentious scholar’s office I had ever seen. Anyone
knocking on his half-open door would be heartily invited in, but then Stephen would
remain seated and wait, looking serious, his glasses perched halfway down his nose,
until he found out the reason for the visit. At least once a week he would spend a day
in the library, reading. This had long been his practice, and it was a routine he had
begun, as far as I know, when he had first taken up that first head office position in
Darwin.

From the outset, Stephen made it clear that he would not be accepting an admin-
istrative role at the university, and so he never expressed interest in co-ordinating the
Graduate Diploma in Applied Linguistics or serving as Director of the Centre for
Studies of Language in Education after Professor Frances Christie had left. He and I
had an earnest conversation about this, for it was my view that administrative respon-
sibilities such as course coordination or research centre management needed to be
rotated, to avoid saddling just a few people with them for too long. However, Stephen
could not be dissuaded. When I asked again in 1992, he insisted that the Reader in
Education was solely an academic appointment, which meant that he should not
be expected to take on administrative work. When I pointed out that he was actu-
ally really good at managing programs, as I had discovered in 1986, and on those
grounds, he should not say no to this role, Stephen merely shrugged, and told me
that his mind was made up. It was a slightly awkward situation, as the other Applied
Linguistics staff had always been willing to take their turn as course coordinators.
However, since I did not want to cause our otherwise excellent working relationship
to turn sour, I conceded, although I would have preferred more of a give-and-take
negotiation with a better outcome.

As the Applied Linguistics program matured, and student numbers grew, several
of the other staff and I tried hard to obtain more support, as we were finding it
challenging to balance consultancies, research projects, and lecturing commitments
while all the while needing to spend long hours marking students’ work. It was
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customary to use our own consultancy income to buy in marking assistance, but
this was a limited, somewhat expensive solution. Staff complaints about onerous
workloads grew. One professor’s response was to criticise us for not managing our
time well, alleging that we were wearing ourselves out by spending too much time
on administrative tasks such as preparing lengthy course accreditation documents.
When a Faculty Committee was set up to investigate staff workloads, it only added
to the demands on our time, as it led to more meetings and record keeping. At one
fraught course meeting, when other staff and I were debating possible solutions,
without getting anywhere, it became apparent that these proceedings were making
Stephen uncomfortable. “You’re all poets!’, he loudly declared. It was meant as a put
down. Soon afterwards, he excused himself from the meeting.

Stephen was always happy to teach, to supervise postgraduate research students,
to mark students’ work carefully and to give additional seminars. These were gener-
ally arranged each month by the Centre for Studies of Language in Education, in
conjunction with the School of Language and Cultural Studies. For example, on
Friday August 1993, Stephen presented a paper titled ‘Language immersion: friend
or foe of indigenous minorities’ at one well-attended seminar.

One of the course units that Stephen and I jointly prepared was Language in
Society. Writing these unit materials for off-campus students was an enjoyable collab-
orative exercise from start to finish. As co-writers, we were comfortable encouraging
and critiquing each other’s work as we went along, and so the work proceeded
smoothly. He, Dr Rob Amery and I would often share titles of new books and arti-
cles that we thought would be relevant. Stephen’s preferred way of doing this was
to photocopy a published article or chapter that had caught his eye and to staple a
handwritten note to it. For example, when bringing Fishman (1994) to my attention,
Stephen wrote:

I think the paper discusses some important issues ... ‘identity continuity and ethnocultural
continuity proper are two quite different things’. One important point he could have devel-
oped (relevant to Aboriginal English) is that the ways a language is used can be as important
as the language used in this context. I think it is a paper worth using. It’s recent & by
Fishman. It’s a pity his last section on Jewish experience couldn’t have been more explana-
tory or written more simply. One sentence over 1/4r page long. But worth using if [there’s]
‘room’. Depends how good [the] competing ones are. Stephen.

Dr Peter Carroll accepted responsibility for teaching our Language in Society unit
in the second half of 1996. He taught it for one semester then wrote a letter to say:

I was impressed by the practical approach of the unit and found it helpful to do some further
reading in this area of linguistics. An interesting feature was that many of the students are
teachers working in Aboriginal communities throughout Australia. In answering assignments
most students drew examples from their own situation so I found reading the assignments
gave me insight into the education situation in several different communities. (Personal
communication)

Another of Stephen’s course units, written in conjunction with Dr Merridy Malin,
was Sociocultural foundations. The first set of readings for this unit prompted students
to see the world differently, drawing on Bucknall (1982), Christie (1985), Graham
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(1982) and the second chapter from Harris (1990). A second theme, ‘Aboriginal
educational aspirations’, was based on six readings (Brown, 1990; Lanhupuy, 1988;
McClay, 1988; Poulson, 1988; Thies, 1987; Wunungmurra, 1988). There were seven
other themes: bilingual education in the NT, communicating with Aborigines, going
to school in urban settings, adapting teaching roles in Aboriginal classsrooms, two-
way Aboriginal schooling, Aboriginal teacher training and Aboriginal leadership in
Aboriginal education. Altogether, 47 readings were set for students in this course
unit.

Iremember Stephen’s discomfort in the early 1990s after Language, learning and
culture, a course unit he had worked on, was revised by another staff member to give
it a new critical, post-structural edge and highlight ‘the discursive construction of
Aboriginality in educational discourse’. As part of this revision Stephen’s own book,
Two-way schooling, was sidelined simply as one of ‘other sources’ students could
consult.

In early 1991 Stephen and I agreed to edit an issue of the International Journal
of the Sociology of Language for the General Editor, Professor Joshua Fishman, and
to assist with that task we invited Irriluma Guruluwini Enemburu (A. Isaac Brown)
and Dr Paul Black to join us as co-editors. As Stephen wanted me to be the lead
editor, it was my role to line up contributors and to keep Professor Fishman up to
date on the progress of the volume. Fortunately, as I was on study leave in 1992, I was
able to meet with Professor Fishman at the Ferkauf Graduate School of Psychology,
Yeshiva University, in the Bronx and to have a useful discussion with him about the
forthcoming issue. Although that meeting in person was possible, for the most part
the journal issue had to be developed via fax, exchanges of floppy disks, and bundles
of papers sent through the post, whether to Paul Black in Japan, Stephen Harris in
Texas or Queen’s University in Canada, and to Professor Fishman in either Palo Alto
or the Bronx. Correspondence with our contributors was conducted in the same way
as well. Not everyone had access to the internet then, but Paul and I did make initial
use of the Linguists’ List to elicit expressions of interest in contributing.

Stephen’s perspectives as co-editor were much valued. It was his idea, for example,
to sequence the articles so that the reader moved from general overviews to particular
treatment of issues relating to language survival, justice and colonialism. Although,
at the same time he was careful to add, ‘I’m not strongly pushing this suggestion’, it
was one I adopted. Stephen then asked:

Would it be possible to have a one-page introduction? It could just make 3 or 4 main points:
(a) the inclusion of different writing styles is intentional because the style is part of their
message; (b) We did not approach particular authors with particular topics but put out a
general invite & they wrote on their interests; (c) changing attitude to Aboriginal people. I
would have a go at such a page if you’re too pressed—I wouldn’t mind... Ring me at home
if you want me to do this. Again I’m not strongly pushing this.

The role of co-editor, of course, necessarily involves giving frank feedback on
pre-publication drafts. Stephen and I never pulled any punches if we saw weaknesses
in each other’s writing. Referring to the draft of my paper for the IJSL volume, the
one we compiled for Joshua Fishman, Stephen wrote



11 Different Roles, Similar Goals: Devlin & Harris, 1979-2020 123

A couple of comments about your paper. (a) I now regret some of the bluntness of my
comments about it, because I know you are more expert than I in what constitutes good ways
to present such research findings. Sorry. However, what do we do now? I suppose your paper
still needs to get down to 20 p...

None of this was a problem, because I agreed with him, and soon produced a more
concise version. Also, in the cut-and-thrust of working together, I had sent Stephen
various critical comments on his papers. As far as I can recall, neither of us ever
minded receiving robust feedback from each other.

In the 1992-94 period Stephen, Dr. Merridy Malin and I jointly supervised
doctoral research being undertaken by Jim Heslop on the education of Ngaanyat-
jarra Aboriginal parents and community members in the Northeastern Goldfields
and Central Desert Region of Western Australia. When commencing as a doctoral
candidate in 1992, Jim had told us that he planned to be at Warakuna School for
five years. Later, during his candidature, Jim rang me to outline some difficulties
he was facing in his community, once some changes he had initiated as principal
were underway. One worrying new development was that one adviser was strongly
opposed to Jim’s attempts to involve the local people more in decision-making. Jim
wondered if Stephen, Merridy or I knew whether others in similar circumstances had
written about their experiences.

Stephen’s written advice from afar was salutory, and I know it was appreciated.
Stephen wrote:

I feel for Jim in his situation. These reactionary advisers can make life tough....If he is not
the thick-skinned type I don’t know that he can weather it. It seems to me that he’s got two
choices.

Keep going as is, but stop the process before it gets too explosive (which seems immoral,
but all of us can only stand a certain amount of strain).

Change directions & start to record carefully the white administrator reactions, & give that
half the emphasis in the thesis. (This is only feasible if Jim plans to work outside the W.A
Ministry of Education in the future.) Also, it depends on how he reads those even higher up
in the system than this ‘adviser’.

Greg Wearne’s thesis is the only thing I can think of—how [the Principal at Yirrkala School]
was finally replaced. I think I have a copy I can lend him.

On February 21st 1994 Stephen wrote an official letter to the Dean, with a copy
to me as Associate Dean, School of Language and Cultural Studies, to announce a
‘radical change’ that he wanted to make in the middle of 1995. He began by explaining
that

For some time now I have known that I needed to make a change in my employment circum-
stances. This is through no fault of the Faculty or of NTU in regard to me personally. In fact
I think my work environment is as happy as it has ever been. I like the people with whom
I work and the work I do, at least on the conscious level. But on another level I feel a deep
staleness and lack of optimism in myself and even a lack of crucial credentials.

The first reason he gave for proposing this change was that, while ‘in one sense
I am held in high regard in Aboriginal education circles...in another sense (and in
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my view a more important one) I am an anachronism, i.e. the White “expert”’. He
wondered, in connection with his two-way schooling book (Harris, 1990), ‘whether
Whites should be writing such books, i.e. books which suggest educational solutions
for Aborigines’.

Even so, in the mid 1990s, Stephen and I accepted an invitation to submit an
encyclopedia article, which set out to provide an overview of bilingual programs using
Aboriginal languages in Australia (Harris & Devlin, 1997). The aim of this exercise
was to prepare a paper, roughly 3000 words long, which surveyed early developments,
identified major contributions, referred to work in progress, and touched on any key
problems and difficulties. This would be the last joint paper he and I would write
together.

Stephen and I were in complete agreement that Aboriginal bilingual education
was a litmus test of non-Aboriginal people’s commitment, either to assimilation
or cultural pluralism, so we had no doubt that it raised some profound questions,
including ‘What are schools for?” Accordingly, we began the encyclopedia article
in that vein. It was our considered view that trying to co-ordinate the use of two
languages for instructional purposes in a school’s bilingual programs was not just
an administrative and scholarly challenge. Invariably, there were political and the
ideological dimensions to consider as well.

In that paper we identified six trends. (1) Aboriginalisation of bilingual schools; (2)
new indigenous functions for literacy; (3) some heartening, innovative curriculum
development in cross-cultural settings; (4) the growing importance of Aboriginal
language revival, even in the absence of solid financial support; (5) a tendency to see
remote community schools with bilingual programs as ‘agents of language mainte-
nance’; and (6) more non-Aboriginal people were learning an Aboriginal language
(1997, pp. 9—-11). In conclusion, we acknowledged that

The main areas of disappointment have been limited academic attainment and the extent
of Aboriginal classroom teaching and administrative leadership. However, despite ongoing
financial vulnerability, bilingual education is likely to continue to contribute knowledge
about the complexities of cross cultural schooling. In a truly plural society, people have
the right to achieve educational success in languages of their own choosing as well as the
national lingua franca. (Harris & Devlin, 1997, p. 12)

In the second half of 1995 Stephen took leave without pay. Early in the following
year he was diagnosed with prostate cancer. At that time, I had just begun a three-year
term as Dean of Education. When I received a sick leave form from Stephen, I signed
it and sent it on, and the requested leave was duly granted.

Stephen resumed working for the university at a distance. By March 1997 it had
become difficult for him to complete a bilingual education theory topic he had been
assigned. In fact, it was causing him some loss of sleep, he said. In March 1997,
he sent me a fax to explain that, while he was ‘able to do routine things’ under his
‘current emotional condition’, more creative work was beyond him at that time. He
was due to go to the Prince of Wales Hospital in Sydney for radiation treatment.
Stephen wrote, ‘I agree that your wish to truly share the formative stages of a project
with me is the better way to go, but I don’t have the concentration now to do my
bit’. Generously, he made a suggestion (which I did not take up): ‘I can give you
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permission to use any paragraph you like out of my past efforts at writing about
this topic .... I wouldn’t want acknowledgement, except as a footnote saying I had
contributed some of the ideas’. I decided to let Stephen off the hook, pay him for the
work he had done, and make other arrangements, for which he was grateful.

So, by the mid 1990s, Stephen was ready to excuse himself from any further,
active role in the Northern Territory. In his own mind he was clear about the reasons
why he was ready to depart from the field of Aboriginal education as a writer, mentor,
supervisor and advocate. He wanted to spend time with his elderly mother. He missed
the horses on the family farm in New South Wales. He felt like a has-been. He was
also quite ill. These were all sound reasons for retiring.

Even so, as his colleague and friend, much as I understood all of that, I could not
help feeling wistful. There had been some great times of sharing, of working hard
together to achieve some common objective and of holding each other accountable.
It was time to say goodbye to all of that, or so I thought.

On January 11th, 2005, when I returned to work after a break of several weeks,
there was a letter from Stephen, in uncharacteristically scrawly handwriting, telling
me that he had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease the previous September.

2018: A Post Retirement Story

Twelve years later, Stephen was confined to a wheelchair at home in Tamworth for
most of the daylight hours. His wife, Joy, was his primary carer. Parkinson’s disease
had taken its toll on Stephen’s ability to walk, and it had robbed him of the power
of intelligible speech. He used a set of letter blocks as his main communication tool
when visitors, such as us, came down from the Northern Territory to see him.

The reason for our visit that year, which turned out to be the last time I would