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Glenys Dimond: This is Glen Dimond and today I’m interviewing Maurie Ryan Japarta - is that the right...?

Japarta Maurie Ryan: Ja-parta.

Glenys Dimond: Japarta, for the National Library of Australia’s Bringing Them Home Project. I’m interviewing Maurie out at Berry Springs in the Northern Territory. Hi, Maurie.

Japarta Maurie Ryan: Hi, Glenda.

Glenys Dimond: Glenys.

Japarta Maurie Ryan: Glenys, sorry.

Glenys Dimond: Can I just start off, Maurie, at the beginning of your history. Do you know when you were born or where?

Japarta Maurie Ryan: Yes, I was born at a place called Wave Hill Cattle Station, about seven hundred kilometres south-west of Darwin, on the edge of the Tanami Desert. According to my summary report of being removed as a child, I was born on fourth of July 1948. My mother, she’s now passed away, her name was Mary. My father was Mick or Michael or Paddy Ryan. I was born at Wave Hill and for the first four years I grew up on the station, and in 1952 I was picked up, below the present bridge near Kalkarindji, and I’ll bring this later on about these names of places, I was picked up by a patrol officer called Ted Evans, and I was removed from what they call Policeman’s Hole and then taken to Katherine in the Northern Territory, and then taken to Darwin. From Darwin I was then sent to a place called Croker Island.

Until I got older I couldn’t understand what the policy was, it was made up by people who didn’t have a clue about the Indigenous people of this country, how it hurt many people, myself, my mother, my other brothers and sisters, my extended family, right to my grandparents. My grandfather is Vincent Lingiari, he was the leader of the Gurindjis.

There are many who were affected by it, not only myself, because I’ve asked the Prime Minister, I’ve asked many people in this country, “What would you do if I came to your house and removed you[r children], never to see [them] again, or maybe see you in another twenty years time?” I’ve asked university students, I’ve asked school kids, I’ve asked a lot of people the same question. Only people who have been affected by this can understand the hurt, and the hurt’s still here, it’s passed on to my children.

I ended up being a school teacher - I went to Batchelor and trained. I came back to Kormilda to teach. Then, in 1981, I went back to Kalkarindji, [where] I had been removed.

I had gone back earlier and found my mother, and when I’ve found Mum I just hugged her and hugged her and we both cried, and then she introduced me to my grandmother, who was still alive, and my other mothers and my other fathers, and my other aunties, my other sisters and brothers, at a placed called Daruragu. To see my brothers and sisters that Mum had, my youngest brother and three other sisters, to see somebody that you have not seen, was a very painful thing. We both cried, and I told Mum that I’d come back and teach there. As I said, in 1981 I transferred from the Education Department to teach at Kalkarindji School. They all thought I was going to be the principal of the school, but I only came back to teach. What had happened was I was teaching my own family, because a lot of them were Gurindji, Mudburra and Ngarinman and some Walpiri kids, and I was there for almost eight months. I would sit down with my mother, my fathers and everybody else, we’d have barbeques, sit down and talk, but my mother never talked about me being taken. I could see the hurt in her, and my grandmother, and she never told me where I was actually removed from. Until a couple of times I used to take Mum and Grandmother shopping to Katherine, and every time I looked in the mirror when we crossed the bridge at Kalkarindji they’d both duck. I thought, ‘What’s happened? They’ve jumped out,’ something like this. Until Uncle Mick Rangari told me what had happened is that’s the last time they seen me.

Glenys Dimond: Sorry, can we go back to they’d jumped out, what do you mean?

Japarta Maurie Ryan: I thought they’d jumped out. Every time I drove past over the bridge, Mum and Grandmother would duck and I couldn’t see them in the back seat of my car.

Glenys Dimond: Oh, right, sorry.

Japarta Maurie Ryan: So I used to think they either jumped out first, but that was the last time when they seen me as a four-year-old. I never asked them about that at all, never asked anything of Mum, she was just glad to see me come back home. We never spoke about it. I guess it would have happened to a lot of other people that were removed throughout the Northern Territory. To come back, virtually from the dead, it was ... the Welfare told a lot of our mothers and fathers and family that we’d died. Another cruel blow that was passed on to us. 

So everything came under the Commonwealth Ordinance, and the policy was to remove half-caste children and bring them up as white kids. A lot of the kids ended up working on cattle stations, and a lot of the girls became domestics.

Now, in 1966 the walk-off of Wave Hill Cattle Station again was done by a group of men made up of the Gurindji, Mudburra, Walpiri and Ngarinman stationmen. Lord Vesty’s, some of the cruelty that they did was put some of the people on the hot tin roof in the middle of the day. They were whipped, and in some cases in Australian history many people were murdered. Some of my people were murdered, they were shot. I can’t bring that back. But Australia’s history has to be told the truth. Truth to me is what it’s all based on. The walk-off of Wave Hill Station was about twenty-five k’s. They walked off because of the conditions, the payment of flour, sugar and tea. My grandfather moved everybody to Kalkarindji, where I was taken from, the banks of the Kalkarindji, the Victoria River, and then moved to our most sacred place called Daruragu. There they battled on for the next few years. They had help from the Labor Party members, Manning, there was also Frank Hardy, a university student, Dexter Daniels, and also a lot of other men who contributed to this.

They held out until Gough Whitlam poured land at Daruragu in a ceremony handing back lands to the Gurindji people.
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