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ALMA THORPE: Yeah, and it was part of how they watched over the people who lived as
half-castes. And I know from - and they kept the watch on you, because what was going on,
we had to be inoculated against tuberculosis, and all that type of thing. So they followed you
around so you knew that they were watching. And I don't know if old Alick Jackomos and
Doug Nicholls and that, they all had this - they worked for that mob and we never

trusted - we never trusted the government.

But, you know, that's what we had to live under. And I can remember how the - Alick
Jackomos, they worked for the government, but he's got the most amazing picture gallery that
you would have and he took photos. He was a wonderful man. No doubt about that. People
that worked for the government had to work. But under that Act - and I don't know much

about it. I'm trying to find out more about that. I think it was set up to keep a watch on black
fellas.

And if you were - [ know my daughter - granddaughter has found they still watched us in the
60s, in the 60s. And I was living in Yallourn, they still got a little note saying, you know,
"Thorpe did this and Thorpe didn't pay the rent or Thorpe didn't have his -" so you always
knew you had someone watching over your shoulder. I don't know how they done it, but they
did it. SoIlived in Yallourn and so you were always watched. The only time that people got
a house in - from Fitzroy is when they moved to Moe too. There was no housing in Fitzroy
until that flat was built there, until those flats were built. And not many black fellas went into
the flats, and if they did, they couldn't take them in.

MS FITZGERALD: Why couldn't they take them in?

ALMA THORPE: The men were trouble, so they would take the kids if the men went to
those flats. So that was part of that system.

MS FITZGERALD: Who would take the kids?

ALMA THORPE: The Department. Put them in the homes. And they're gone. And for a
case is that old Bobby Lovett and his big family that he had, they all finished up in homes,
except one or two. One was named Brian Lovett, and they called him Bunjil, Brian Lovett.
And he didn't go into the homes, and I don't think old - young Bobby did. But most of them
were coming out after they were 18. They were probably the first - and that's what I meant
about the lane people and that.

So if the mother got - if the woman got a flat, the man - the husband couldn't. I don't know if
they were married or not. That wasn't part of - part of the thing, whether you were married or
not. But if you had children, you had a family. So it's very hard - very distressing in that
time. So you were - you never had anywhere to live. You never had a job, because there was
no work. No way there was men's work. And I'm talking about the 50s. And then - I don't
know, I feel distressed about that era.

MS FITZGERALD: In your witness statement, you describe it that you were nobody and
you didn't own yourself.

ALMA THORPE: You didn't. You were watched and you still feel today that - I got a shock
when my granddaughter showed me that little piece - and you can click on a computer, on
that type of thing. So I don't know. I'm not - I'm not of - not up with the modern ways of
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doing things. But I wouldn't like to find out too much. But I know one thing, is that we
weren't criminals, but if you were - if you were born an Aboriginal - and I'm only going to
say just one thing, Talgium Edwards is still fighting a case in his court, that he was born a
criminal and that's what you were born. You had a number, so you were a criminal. So if
you were born in that era type thing, you were born a criminal. And Aboriginal people
weren't criminals. If they would have been criminals, they would been rich, but they weren't.

MS FITZGERALD: Why do you say in that period Aboriginals were born criminals?

ALMA THORPE: They were taken into homes. They were given a number, and they were
taken, like, from the riverbanks, taken from the - from their mothers. Kids were taken at a
very early age. And there must have been hundreds that were taken and lost in the system.
And, I mean, you have gone through Jackie Charles' little story and you've gone

through - you know, there's a lot more than, say, a Jackie Charles. There's a lot more.

And I know when we first set up our first health service in Gertrude Street, just down the
road, there's a old - just old vacant lot, the house, and the first people, they were coming out
of the homes. They were - I remember the names. They were coming out of the homes at 15
and 16 and 17 and didn't know who their parents were. And what we formed in that day was
a home away from home. People could connect up and maybe find out who they did belong
to or find out where they could find them.

But it was - it was - you know, I - I don't know. I think I - I'm talking too much there. I don't
know how to explain it and I don't know - I just know I lived it. Let's put it that way.

MS FITZGERALD: Aunty, you are coming to the 60s and 70s, I think. And in your witness
statement, you talk about what an amazing place Fitzroy was for black fellas in the 60s and
70s. Tell us about that time.

ALMA THORPE: Particularly, in the - well, I know - you know, I don't know. We were
always there. In the 60s, I know that my mother was - was trying to bury people, type - and
give people a dignified burial. '

MS FITZGERALD: She set up the Aboriginal Funeral Benefits Fund; is that right?

ALMA THORPE: She did on her own - sort of it wasn't set up under - under a body. It

was - that she took on and with people and would collect five shillings or 20 shillings, 20
cents - wasn't much money - and to put a deposit down on a burial. Because you couldn't get
burials in the country areas unless you had - unless you took them back to their country,
whether it was at Framlingham - they got a cemetery. Condah had a cemetery. Lake Tyers
has got a cemetery.

I know we - I know before the organisations were set up, my mum used to run - she used to
have support from people like the painter, what's his name - Onus. Lin Onus. And they used
to have little togetherness and sing songs and then she would have a little collection. And she
would have buried - this is before the health services was set up, or the organisations, I've got
all the receipts of where she put - where she put her deposit down, all around the country, in a
funeral service. So at least they could pay your own - they paid their own funeral.
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Once you got the - got into the funeral business - once you got into the - to be buried, you had
a bill to pay off there. But once you got and paid a deposit, you were allowed to pay off.

And the family - families paid off their own funerals. But there was a big thing with my
mother then because people were dying and not being buried proper. She had a thing about
being buried with dignity, and it meant a lot when - a burial of a person.

And - and with her - I know when they first set up the first - when we first set up the

first - Stewart Murray, Stewart Murray, got the first hearse. It's in the museum now, mind
you. But the first hearse was that we would be able to take bodies back, but you would take
them back in the back of a station wagon. And I had some wonderful workers working for
the health service, like Jimmy Wright and - and - I can't think of the other names now. And
Ben Peters and all that, they took bodies back to country. And that's what we tried to do, take
them back to country.

MS FITZGERALD: And your mum demanded land from the government for the Weeroona
cemetery?

ALMA THORPE: Yes. We tried to - what we found was happening - and I don't know if
people know about burials, but they are - just had a death recently, but I don't like how - we
set up a - we have got a funeral parlour in - it's been - it's a - there's a funeral service run from
out of the League at the moment. We - it's separate from the - from the cemetery. The
cemetery was a different thing again. And with the cemetery I know that Mum did write to
the government, she wanted land to bury. And I've got the letter at home.

But they said it would have cost - they said it's $60,000, they were giving her - they said - she
said, "I'm not taking your money" like that. It was a bit of land at Coburg Cemetery. And,
anyway, it came about that national park, the Gellibrand National Park, which is our country,
and, Eleanor, you know about the national parks, that they are - they are part of their land
rights, as they say. And so it was not owned - we got an abutment from the Gellibrand
National Park to set up a cemetery.

That's how the cemetery came to be. Which we didn't have to pay - you know, that was our
land. So I don't know how - it came about. It's a beautiful cemetery. It's doing a big
overhaul now, and I think people, if they went out to Weeroona - we set up a committee of
Weeroona. And Weeroona means resting place. We set up this committee, many, many
years ago. God I'm old. When I think about the trusts we set up and the hard work we done,
and Weeroona was part of - there's a - it's a Wurundjeri word, Weeroona means rest, because
we wanted to have it done like that. It was a resting place.

The most beautiful bit of land, it is. There's birds, there’s kangaroos and everything running
around. Butit's in disarray at the moment. So it's a big - big work going on. So the

people - the people who has got people buried there are starting a new committee. So it's
being redone. So it will be beautiful when it's done.

MS FITZGERALD: Aunty, I was asking you before about the 60s and the 70s in Fitzroy.
And during that period not only in Fitzroy but after that, you set up about 100 health services
across Australia, including one in this very building here in Charcoal Lane. Do you want to
tell us about that time?
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ALMA THORPE: This tells you how old I am, doesn't it? I've got to go back to the 70s.
And, I mean, in the 70s, I came back to Fitzroy. I was married and lived in Yallourn for 10
or 18 years or something. In Gippsland, I lived, with my husband and seven children. I came
back to Melbourne in the 70s, adopted another two children - one of them. So I was rearing
nine children. I came back to Fitzroy in the 70s. In the 70s, I believe, is when - and I'm sure
Wayne will talk about this - the 70s was when we had a voice.

And I felt like I was born in the 70s and that was being involved in being - in being - I can't
think of the words how to say it. We were very - and I'm talking about the group of people
that were the Bruce McGuinness, Gary Foleys, Geraldine Briggs and Margaret Briggs and a
whole group of people that came together and was talking about Aboriginal affairs. And we
were worried and the women - the women, actually, they were part of the - under the
government, they had - I can't think what it was called, but the women's group. And it was a
scabies outbreak in Lake Tyers and all around. So we found that we never had anything
going for people of our people. We had to look after people.

MS FITZGERALD: In terms of health services?

ALMA THORPE: In health services. And so there was a - a formation in that time of these
women and men and that, that we wanted a voice and to have a say. And we wanted it done
on self-determination, land rights and sovereignty. And we had that little mantra. That's how
we had a strength. And we wanted that voice.

MS FITZGERALD: What does it mean to do the health service from the base of
self-determination? What did that mean for you?

ALMA THORPE: It meant that the people were doing it, they were doing it. And we
actually - by 70 - I travelled around a bit then. I went to China, and we looked at the - the
thing, like the barefoot doctors, and what we found was - we found that black fellas were
would not go - didn't want to go into hospital. They were frightened of hospitals. They think
when you go to hospital, you die. So there was a lack of medical - of people being cared for.

I mean, I know when we set up the first health services - this was the second one - when we
set up the first one, it was two years before of they would even see a doctor, but they would
go up and hang around and talk and yarn up and do all that. But until we had the - I mean, it
was - there was a time of - people were thinking, "Hey, I want to talk and I want a say." And
you had - these - and, you know, people like the Bruce McGuinness, they were amazing
people and they were for the people. And they wanted things - you know, we believed in
who we were and this is our country. They started to have a say and they started to speak up.

You had the influences say from - they reckon that we were communists and then they reckon
we were Black Power and all that type of thing, but we weren't. We were very, very gentle
people. There was no violence in us at all. We had the marches, to set up Canberra, the - it's
50 years old, the Canberra. It was set up through the 70s. The same as this - this health
service is 50 years coming up. You know. So when you think about the times - and it was a
matter of having a voice and saying, "Hey, this is my country, pay the rent." And, you know,
"If you don't pay the rent" - I don't know what were we going to do - nothing.

But - and, you know, it was - it was a big struggle and, you know - but we found things, you
know, and what happened, you know, there was - I always think of the lawyer. Michael
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Mansell was a great man too in his thoughts and all of that. I always called him the lawyer
man. But you had to argue the point with him a few times. But Michael Mansell, these
people were being - wanted to be known as this is our country and we wanted a place in it.

And we wanted to look after our people. We set up over 150 health services all around
Australia. And I know we never got no gratification through the government, but we did
through the World Health Organization, that more or less there is something there somewhere
that they recommended that there was one of the best systems of all times.

MS FITZGERALD: That model.

ALMA THORPE: It’s based on that barefoot doctoring. And if they - I mean, I believe if
they tried to use it now in the system, it would work very well because it means the whole of
the person, would be the people looking after the sick people. You wouldn't have the things
like people dying in homes. You would have your own people looking after you, whether
you are black or white. And it was a system that - you know, I wouldn't say I was - I
wouldn't want to live in any country but my country. So - and I'm not a communist, and I'm
not a Black Panther. ButI believed in all that. That people had - - -

MS FITZGERALD: You went to China to look at how they were doing it over there?

ALMA THORPE: Yes, yeah. Yeah. And I went with a group of people in that day, but it
was pretty hard to get in China in that time. It was only because in this street here, there was
a Chinese - a Chinese place, and they allowed people to go to China. You didn't get into
China easy. But black and white went to China quite a bit in that era, in the 70s. But looked
at - looked at - a different way of looking at health. And - - -

MS FITZGERALD: Aunty, that barefoot doctoring idea of looking at the whole person, why
did you think that was particularly needed for Aboriginal people?

ALMA THORPE: I have to think about that. Because I did believe in it. Because I believed
that it's - you know, because that's how we set up our services, and it looked at - you know,
I'm not involved in services of the day because you are in boxes. And when you start to be
put into boxes, you start to - this happened to me 20 years ago now, when I was - I've not
being part of the health scene for that long.

But when you had to conform to a government thing of being put into boxes - so when we did
areview in - the first health service, and there's a book out called 'Home Away from Home'
which clarifies every sickness that - black fellas never had many sicknesses. They looked at
two in the day. It was heart problems, and that was before they were 40. Heart problems and
another - another one. It wasn't diabetes in our day, my day. That came later, and that was
particularly - that wasn't - it wasn't that, because it was more involved in just being sick and
being, "I'm sick" and it was a mental part of yourself.

And I know when the men - the fellas of Fitzroy, I know that they died of alcohol poisoning
and all that type of thing. But never, ever took a pill in their life. I can remember one person
that, in his 40s, he - well, I took him home and he was just bled. I took him to the hospital
and he said, "I only wanted alcohol in my life. Now I want a drink of water and I can't have
it." But he died. He died that day. But sickness, to me - it's not about sickness.
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It's not about sickness. It's about the whole person and being healthy and doing things and
looking after yourself. You know, you didn't concentrate on a sickness. We were sick people
but, you know, medicine is a strange - strange thing and I - I just see it now, I know that - I
can't even get - what happened - what's happening today is that people have got no access to
services unless you go to the hospital. We got a health service around the corner. It don't
work because you - you are going back to the days of putting you in a box and you belong
there.

You've been treated for a heart condition, or you're being treated for Diabetes and you're
being treated - but no one is sitting - the ones who have being treated for a mental

health - tried to set up - set up a mental health program within our health service too. And it
was very important to have the mental health program. It's very hard to have - be in contact
with psychiatrists, even though you think - you know, I've got my feelings about
psychiatrists. But they just all don’t understand it, being an Aboriginal, let's put it that way.
So black fellas for black fellas. It's pretty hard to explain. I feel like I'm waffling a bit here.
MS FITZGERALD: You are not, Aunty, but I will - I would love to play - - -

ALMA THORPE: Yeah, stop me.

MS FITZGERALD: No, I would love to play a radio interview with you on 3CR explaining
some of this.

ALMA THORPE: Would you? I will be happy for you to do that.
MS FITZGERALD: Yes, a former you expla;ining ---
ALMA THORPE: I'm a bit cloudy, actually. A bit cloudy.

MS FITZGERALD: Your younger self is coming to the rescue.

ALMA THORPE: Good. What's that - - -

MS FITZGERALD: Now, this is the 'Yarra Elders Precious Memories' project from 3CR. 1
will find out what year that is.

ALMA THORPE: What was that?

MS FITZGERALD: You remember the 3CR radio program, the Precious Elders?
ALMA THORPE: Yeah, I do, but I don't know the year.

MS FITZGERALD: The year. Yes, we will find out.

(Audio of 'Yarra Elders Precious Memories' plays)
(Audio stopped)

ALMA THORPE: That was a beautiful song and when I think about it, it was young - that
was Gary McGuinness was doing that program and getting people to talk up and - he's gone
now, Gary. But he - he was - he was - he had this program, 3CR, and it's a wonderful
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program, 3CR, and it gave people - it's been going for 50 years, I suppose, now. And it's still
going. My son is still involved in it, Robbie. I mean, he's - but hearing that song, Koorie,
brings back memories.

But, I mean, even me talking then, I feel like - geez, I - same old, same old. But it was very,
very important in that day of - of the health scene. And, I mean, I can't say I'm part of it - I
want to be part of that anymore because it is corporate - corporatised. Everything is
corporatised. So it's a different scene all together. I don't - well, I'm too old to be worried
about that sort of thing now, but I think in the future is - people have got to look back and
think how do we have a way of looking at health.

It's not - not looking and - and on that, I shouldn't be talking about health. But looking at
health wasn't about just sickness. It's looking at health of - of who you were. And if you
were an Aboriginal in this country, you were a sick person. So, you know, you had to look at
it in - in different ways of - of how to be able to exist in this world, and that's what I mean.
We have got to exist, and the thing is that how do we exist under the same circumstances

of - corporatisation - and, I mean, things did become corporatised very fast. It's a very hard
scene to be able to be involved in.

MS FITZGERALD: Aunty, I want to speak to you in a little while about government and
corporatisation. But before we move on, I just wanted to - you talk in your witness statement
about how the health services at the time were based on self-determination and getting a way
for people to connect to identity.

ALMA THORPE: Yes.
MS FITZGERALD: How did the health service work in that way?

ALMA THORPE: This is hard to - hard to explain that. And it was through - through going
to a lot of meetings. Alice Springs we had meetings of the health - Alice Springs,
Queensland. We used to have meetings all through the country, and that was on the national
level and we used to talk about those types of things on a national level. And it wasn't a
matter of that we were controlling the people in other countries.

It was them coming up with their idea of how they wanted to run their health services,
particularly when you went up the coast of Western Australia and Fitzroy Crossing and all
those types of things. And we did visit Fitzroy Crossing. And the - most of the black fellas
from Fitzroy Crossing moved inland because of all the problems. Western Australia is
probably one of the most dispossessed mob in the world, as I would see it. And I went to
Western Australia.

But, you know, I can't talk for the Western Australian people and how - how the - but I did go
to meetings in Western Australia, and particularly where they set up programs for - for black
fellas in the south of the west - of Western Australia. But these black fellas were coming
from all over Western Australia and so - they were lost people. They come to Western
Australia. That couldn't - and there was laws there, they couldn't live near one another or
they - because there was the rules.

Western Australia was a tough place and I - I think there's — they’ve got to talk for their own
country there, and the rules that went down in Western Australia were the shocking - we set
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up the Broome Medical Service and we did it on - through German money. Money - I don't
know what they're called when people give you money.

MS FITZGERALD: Was it aid?
ALMA THORPE: Yes. It wasn't an aid - an entrepreneur. What are they called?
MS FITZGERALD: A bequest from an entrepreneur?

ALMA THORPE: Philanthropic. Philanthropic. And we started to do that type of - get sort
of - had meetings and things like that because we travelled all around the country. But to set
up a service like in Broome was set-up on - of German funding, and that was the beginning of
the Broome Medical Service. Then they did their own business and they - it's a

thriving - thriving place. Broome is a magnificent medical service there now, or whatever
they call it.

But then Broome was a different country again because, you know, because when you - when
you go to different countries - and I'm talking a bit strange here - but a lot - a lot of Japanese
influence and all of that. So you see the different mobs who married into black fellas. So
you've got that difference there. And then you go to Darwin and you've got a different mob
again. So everybody has got a different way of - and I know - I'm just thinking of Darwin.

I just know the lady just passed away just recently, one of the ladies that was involved - and I
mean involved in the early days when they set up organisations. And her name was - her
grandfather was called - her grandfather came from overseas, a white man, married a full
blood Aboriginal, and he set up the organisations like the leagues and that was under
communist - it's called Union Jack. Big family name up in Darwin.

But anyway, when - when you talk about black fellas and you go around the country, you've
got to be careful how you say certain things. And, you know, you - you've got to be very
respectful how you - how you are with the different people, different mobs. But this lady was
a wonderful lady. But they were half-castes. So Darwin was a half-caste country. A very,
very hard place.

MS FITZGERALD: Aunty, you were just talking about the communists, and you talk about
that a bit in your witness statement.

ALMA THORPE: Yes. Well, actually, that Union Jack that was part of that scene that set up
that thing because he was called - he hated that name, Union Jack, but they set up the leagues.
They set up one in New South Wales. They set the one up in Melbourne. That was set up by
that - that ideal of that time. That set up and time and era. It's changed over the times now.
We've become government putties. We just become - you know.

Our organisations of the days - if I had - if I had a say in my life or what - I would be
destroying every organisation that is run today under Aboriginal - because not the true way.
Because they have all become corporatised. They followed the thing of money, and it's
caused - native title, to me, is a bad thing. It's a bad, bad thing and it's caused so much
trouble in our - with our people and my people. I don't have nothing to do with them. I
suppose I shouldn't talk about it because I don't have nothing to do with it.
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MS FITZGERALD: I would like to ask you some more questions about native title in a
second, Aunty. But I wanted to stay with this idea that you're raising about money. And in
your witness statement, you talk about that being the root of all evil. Why do you have that
view?

ALMA THORPE: As soon as money comes into things, you know - I know you've

got - you've got to pay for whatever you get, and don't worry about that. I believe don't
believe in getting nothing for nothing. You've got to pay. You've got to pay for - you've got
to pay, and I don't mean by money and that sort of thing. Because you never - but when
money comes in - I don't know, because I never handled money. I don't know about that.

And - but money seems to be now - I'm being critical here. I just feel like that - that we've
turned around on ourself and we are biting ourself on the arse, if you want to put it that way.
A snake has turned. So whatever we set out to do in the 70s is turned around and is

being - we've lost the war, let's put it that way. We've lost the fight. And - and I feel - I just
hope the future generation have been a little bit more go in them and fight for their rights
because it's a matter of rights.

I mean - I mean, I'm anti-government. I have to say that. I'm anti-government. Because it's
treated us - we are a tool in this country and that's - I suppose every person walking is a tool
under a government, whether you're black or white. But we - where does - where

does - where does humanity come in? Where does fairness come in? And where does the
truth come in of who you are? And - and we are probably the most destroyed people ever.

You know, they talk about the - the - the Jews and they talk about everybody else, but they
don't talk about the Aboriginal people of this country, and they are probably the most
destroyed people of all, of taken - what was taken from us was who we are. And, you know,
Top End might be able to still keep their culture, but down the bottom we haven't got a
culture. And it's all right. We have got our - move around with our possum skins and we do
all the pretty work and all that type of thing, but there's - in - inner self, we lost who we are.

And we haven't got the - haven't got the - what do you call it - we haven't got the guts any
more to fight for our rights. And we will just bend the knee all the time, and that's all [ can
say. I'm pretty disappointed in this - in this era of organisations. And if I - if this - if I had a
say, I would say every organisation should be put down. The Health Service is going on
three months’ leave and putting another person in charge and then they are sacking a health
worker. How cruel can they be? They got no mental health facilities. They got no - I would
rather go to the St Vincent's Hospital and see a doctor there. I don't care. I wouldn't go. But
I have a nurse comes to visit me.

CHAIR: Aunty, I can see you feel very strongly about this. How are we going for time? I'm
wondering if we need to have a break?

MS FITZGERALD: We can certainly have a break now.
CHAIR: Yes. Would you like a break?
ALMA THORPE: Yeah, I think I might be going a bit over the fence but I'm really - my

heart is breaking when I know that - what - and I know - I know Wayne will say - back me up
and say we went - went through a time in the 70s that gave us a voice. But it is starting to

Yoorrook Justice Commission

P-197 @)




































































































































