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living’, Schenk’s perceptions of the changing needs of this Aboriginal community
expressed an attitude which was uncommon among Europeans of that time. He
identified Aboriginal people in ways that today are not acceptable. There is, for
example, little doubt that his approach was assimilationist, and his attitudes
paternalistic. Nevertheless, few other people working with Aborigines at that
period were as sympathetic and practical in their approach.

When Schenk left Melbourne early in 1921, he did so first with the intention of
conducting an itinerant mission among Aboriginal camps in the Wiluna-Laverton
area. This plan was supported by Aboriginal welfare administrators. They thought
thatit would discourage groups from any further congregation near the townships
where they could becomea ‘nuisance’ to local Europeans and would hence be forced
to move elsewhere. However, such an approach was not particularly realistic nor
immediately realizable. After a period at Laverton, he decided to establish a mission
settlement and applied for a lease to the Mt. Margaret Common — despite
discouragement and covert opposition from the local townspeople.

Schenk and hisassistant builtabough shed on the site of the future Mission, but
no Aborigines were to be seen in the vicinity and the Aborigines Department had
declined an application for permission to use rations as a means of attracting the
elderly Aborigines to Mt. Margaret.

By July, though, several groups of Aborigines were, to use their own words,
‘sitting down’ at the Mission: numbersfluctuated considerably, as people periodically
moved elsewhere. The offer of rations and clothing in return for work attracted
many men to labour through the summer heat pulling sandalwood. When the
people travelled south for summer ritual activities, they left many of the elderly
people at the Mission to be cared for. Some younger men had been taught to herd
the goats, while others helped to build fences, and soon a group numbering about
50 adults came to regard Mt. Margaret Mission as their home, calling themselves
‘Margaret blackfella’ rather than ‘Laverton blackfella’.

The local pastoral industry had, from the beginning, relied on Aborigines asa
cheap and pliable source of labour. Not only did Aborigines appear to have an
interest in stock work, but they demanded little in the way of shelter and food.
Aboriginal labour was barred from contact with trades union membership by the
Aborigines Act (1905) and this helped to preventany agitation for improved working
conditions. Pastoralists had the support of the Aborigines Department in securing
permits for the employment of Aborigines, and in return the Departmentundertook
to provide ‘relief’ from ration depots to these people during the summer ‘lay-off’
season. This absolved pastoralists from the financial burden of providing for their
work-force the whole year round, and effectively made the cost of Aboriginal labour
even cheaper. Schenk was not slow to attack these practices, and pastoralists
complained at once that he was influencing local Aborigines in his demands for
better conditions. In addition, he was attracting them to the Mission with the
promise of cash wages at a time when few stockmen or women were receiving such
remuneration in the Goldfields.

The missionaries had little understanding of traditional Aboriginal social
customs and were quick to dismiss them. For example, they found it difficult to
encourage the adult women to work, since to stay in the Compound they were also
required to be clean and dressed in some of the old clothing sent from time to time
to theMission. "The husbands threatened to beat the women if they washed the mud
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(ochre) off their hair, and when they did start Mrs Schenk had to hide them round
the back of the house while they washed themselves" (Smith 1933:30).

On another occasion, an old woman was found on the Morgans track shortly
after the people had left camp following the death of an old man at the Mission. She
was brought back to Mt. Margaret and cared for there despite requests from other
Aborigines to have her moved away. She eventually died, but such was the
increasing reliance on Mission rations that on this occasion only the closest relatives
left the settlement — and they returned after a short interval.

There are many reports, in the ‘prayer-letters’ of the period, of slow steps in the
direction of evangelization, and also references to traditional religious life as ‘the
works of Satan’. But as often as not, the preoccupation was with the essentials
necessary for their life: prayers for more rain, for money needed to purchase stock
or building materials, or to finance a new well, and the like.

Many older Aborigines greatly resented the interference of the Christians in
their social and ritual life. A number of such confrontations were recorded by the
missionaries who saw them as demonstrating both the continuing ‘work of Satan’
and the need for ever more vigorous prayer. Schenk’s attitudes drove the traditional
life underground, and when from time to time it resurfaced, he viewed this as a
backsliding. Such incidents provided furtherevidence (if he neededit) that Aboriginal
people were ‘depraved’. The difficulties the missionaries experienced in achieving
conversions to their own faith were seen to be "witness to the strength of the powers
of evil in savagery" (Schenk, in Smith 1933:62).

There were several immediate areas of potential conflict between the mores of
Aboriginal society and the demands made upon them by the missionaries. An
important issue was the way the missionaries constantly referred directly and by
name to deceased persons, and to the manner in which they died. This was
considered disrespectful if not dangerous. It was some time before people became
used to such talk of the dead and were prepared to tolerate this aspect of missionary
practice; they themselves refused to follow suit. Other conflicts could have been
avoided, at least temporarily, by minor alterations to the content of prayers and
hymns, but doctrinal preoccupations did not, in the eyes of the missionaries, permit
such a modification. On some occasions, the Aborigines would start to sing or talk
loudly in their own language whenever the missionaries began singing hymns or
discussing the Gospel. Others refused to congregate in the large assemblies which
were demanded periodically by the missionaries, many escaping these pressures by
going into the bush to spend the day hunting, or preparing for-their own ritual
celebrations. Such strategies of avoidance have continued through to the present.

The education of the children was not neglected. Although an actual school
building had yet to be erected, Mr Reichenbach started conducting classes in
October 1926. The school was seen as an aid in converting the Aborigines to
Christianity; lessons were based on the Scriptures, and full literacy in the English
language was animmediate goal. Most children soon learned to read and write their
own names, and from here they progressed to more demanding programmes. This
was the beginning of an educational project that would distinguish Mt. Margaret
from many other missions of the period; the remarkable achievements of the school
in literacy and numeracy remain the singular success for which the Mission is
remembered. Although it was a full decade before some of the results of this
education programme were to be published (M. Bennett 1935; Schenk 1935), some
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of the successes here were noted and implemented elsewhere in Australia at other
mission stations and government settlements.

Halcyon Days 1927 - 1954

A turning-point in the history of Mt. Margaret Mission may be fixed in the month
of May 1927, when two young girls of Aboriginal descent came into the custody of
the missionaries through the local Police-Protector. These were the first of many
Wards of State that Mt. Margaret was to foster. Acceptance of these ‘half-caste’ (as
they were then called) children posed considerable problems for the Mission, since
some European-Australians thought that they were better removed totally from
camp life, to be raised according to European habits and manners. Others, who had
noted the unhappy lives of many “part-Aborigines’ forced to live among “whites’,
wished them "to stay in their own country and to marry back into their own people
to make happy mothers rather than to fall prey to evil white men" (Smith 1933:35;
¢f.R.and C. Berndt 1951:273). Schenk and his staff decided that if such children were
to be left at Mt. Margaret, then it would only be on the condition that they came
under the direct control of the Mission in its own dormitories. Although no special
facilities had been built at this time, acceptance of such children was seen as a way
in which the Mission could promote the establishment of the school, since this
particular policy was strongly supported by the Aborigines Department.

Aboriginal children of mixed descent had, until this time, been sent south to
government settlements such as Moore River and Carrolup, without regard to the
feelings of the parents or those of the children themselves (cf. Biskup 1973:143; Long
1979:359). Now, atleast some of the children would not be far from their parents. The
Chief Protector of Aborigines, A.O. Neville, paid a long-expected visit to the
settlement soon after the first wards were assigned there. He made a highly
favourable report on the work that was being carried out (a version of this was
published in Smith 1933:14-16), since he saw the establishment of a dormitory and
school at Mt. Margaret as an important factor in encouraging Aboriginal groups to
settle down and stay at one place for longer periods. Settlement would be further
encouraged, he told the mission staff, by the imminent closure of the ration stations
at Laverton, Linden and Morgans, so that the 250-odd ‘indigents’ in the area would
be forced to travel to Mt. Margaret from the beginning of 1928 if they wished to
continue receiving supplies of food and blankets.

Local pastoralist opposition to the Mission was immediately renewed, and
many of the graziers wished to see it moved to Minnie Creek, a point 165 km east of
Laverton, even though this ‘spinifex country’ was known to be utterly useless for
any kind of agricultural enterprise. The government was unreceptive to this
suggestion, and continued to support the activities of the existing mission reserve
and its location as a potential ration depot strategically located between the Desert
area and the Western Goldfields (cf. Rowley 1972:307).

It was some time before many Aborigines adopted more than the outward signs
of Christianity. Girls and women were among the first to proclaim their faith,
although a number of other conversions were alleged in prayer-letters dating from
thelatter part of 1928. The first baptism did not take place until March 1932, since the
missionaries considered the old traditional religious beliefs (which they labelled
‘dark superstitions’) as being still too strong in the minds of all of them:
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ritual activities and ‘the resurgence of the Devil’; the same accusation has also been
applied by Schenk’s daughters to myself.

FromMay 1936, Schenk encouraged some developmentsin Aboriginal industry
and self-sufficiency by mining gold, but in doing so he incurred considerable
opposition from church groups and other supporters, who considered that the
Mission had no right to become involved in sponsoring commercial enterprises. The
same arguments had been made years earlier when the first experiments were
carried out to train Aborigines to weave raffia goods and to carve wooden items for
sale to Europeans. Schenk saw his policy of promoting vocational training for
Aborigines as a primary function of the Mission if he was to achieve his goal of
successfully placing these Aborigines in the Australian-European world.

The progress of the school provided some comment. The small books written
by Mrs Bennett (1935) and the Superintendent (Schenk 1935), outline in some detail
the methods that were being used in the classroom and the nature of some of the
achievements of the pupils. Since there were over 50 children attending, there were
not enough teachers and all the activities had to be taught in three two-hour shifts.
Considerable use was made of improved and innovative teaching techniques that
helped the children visualize the material they were learning. Their written and oral
comprehension improved at a remarkable rate (even allowing for some bias in the
glowing narrative of these books), and the children’s use of a sectioned number
board to make rapid and accurate arithmetic calculations helped put an end to the
belief, common to the period, that it was impossible to educate Aborigines. In fact,
The Educability of the Native was the title of Schenk’s book, which reported some of
the ‘successes” at Mt. Margaret:

Those who teach the Aborigines very soon discover that they are no
whit behind any other race in mental capacity, and that they can
master the lessons that white children learn quite as quickly and
completely as they can. Our educational systems still need a vast
amount of improving, but all differentiation against other races
should be discountenanced from the outset. What is good for white
children is good equally for native children. (Schenk 1935:7)

The achievements in education and in industry at Mt. Margaret impressed many
government and religious bodies throughout Australia. In May 1939, Tindale and
Birdsell visited Mt. Margaret and stayed for eleven days gathering data on Aboriginal
social structure and organization. On their departure they made the following
comments in the Visitor’s Book:

This station represents the best solution of the pressing half-caste
problem seen in Australia. (Birdsell, in U.A.Mr., June 1939:5)

No other station has solved so many problems of native adjustment
to white life. (Tindale)
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In this period, the Convention Committee was headed by people such as Ron
Bonney and Ben Mason. They were just two of the men who had once been in the
Graham Homes for Children (named after an important benefactor) and had now
achieved positions of some importance with government departments in Kalgoorlie.
In the weeks preceding the August school holidays, during which the Convention
was traditionally held, the Committee would encourage the people still living at the
Mission to clean up the year’s accumulated rubbish in an attempt to present a little
of the old times to the visitors. The residents, though, had very little to do with the
Conventions. Most would attend some of the activities out of politeness, so long as
no other ‘Law business’ was also scheduled. On some occasions, ceremonies would
be organized to coincide with the Convention, often with the encouragement of
former ‘inmates’ who had rejected Christianity for the way of ‘the Law’. Conflict
arose between the two divergent groupsonanumberof occasionsand therelationship
between each and the U.A.M. became extremely strained.

At the Jubilee Convention in 1971, the proposal was first made that the former
Mt. Margaret residents should themselves form a group with the aim of taking the
Missionover from the U.A .M. Over 1,000 peopleattended this Convention, including
many missionaries who had worked at Mt. Margaret over the past years. Mrs Schenk
and members of her family were also present. With such support, a committee was
formed before the end of the Convention to establish the group and the U.A.M.
officials present were asked to hand the place over to the ex-Mt. Margaret people.
The missionaries held a special meeting of the Field Council and voted in favour of
the proposal,and suggested thatan Aboriginal personbeappointed Superintendent
immediately. There were no volunteers, not surprisingly, so negotiations were
begun with the Federal Council in Melbourne, and steps were taken to have the new
group registered as a corporate body (U.A.Mr., April 1976:9).

Some difficulties were encountered in obtaining the approval of the Federal
Council, as well as the support of Government departments which would eventually
be asked to assist in the redevelopment of the settlement. Problems in securing a
stable leadership for the new group emerged amid a contest of factional interests.
Another five years were to pass before the constitution of the new group, now
known as the Aboriginal Movement for Outback Survival (A.M.O.5.), was to be
finally approved by interested parties as well as the Registrar of Companies.
Meanwhile, the running of the Mission was left to the U.A.M. Staffing had become
even more difficult since few missionaries were willing to work in such an unsettled
situation. In an attempt by the U.A.M. to force A.M.O.S. to work toward a definite
deadline, another Superintendent was appointed early in 1974, this time for a
temporary period of just six months. This strategy was singularly unsuccessful, as
the group was still deeply divided over matters of policy and personnel. There was
no way that the U.A.M. would consider handing the Mission over in the absence of
a formally established body.

AM.O.S. at Mt. Margaret since 1974

Two more years were to elapse before AM.O.S. was to assume control of Mt.
Margaret Mission. It was a time of uncertainty for those living at the Mission:
government officers were unwilling to support any requests for aid to re-develop
the settlement until the intentions of A.M.O.S. were clarified and the continuance of
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the Aboriginal Reserve was guaranteed. Facilities continued to deteriorate, and
many of the Aboriginal pensioners were tiring of the repeated refusal of all parties
to improve their dismal living conditions. By this time, two groups resided at Mt;
Margaret: the life of the settlement was dominated by the Easterners, but the
influence of the ‘old Mob” remained.

This was a setting within which considerable conflicts over basic values
emerged. The missionaries were primarily concerned with the day-to-day
management of the community, but they perpetuated the structural domination of
the Mission in all spheres of life on the settlement. This came at a time when changes
in traditional values placed a heavy pressure on local leaders who were themselves
trying to maintain and indeed entrench their influence.

The nature of the conflict was based on a mutual incompatibility between the
bases of the two systems of religious belief. Open antagonism was absent by this
period, and features of the confrontation had become much more subtle since both
missionaries and local Aborigines were heavily reliant on each other for their
continued occupation of the settlement. Members of the Aboriginal community
needed the Mission asa ‘home’ and at the same time the missionaries met their more
immediate requirements of food and clothing. Likewise, the continued presence of
these Aboriginal people was the only guarantee for the missionaries that they could
retain a base for evangelical activities. The alternatives were unacceptable. If
individuals or groups exerted heavy pressure on the mission staff or the U.A.M.
itself (through, for instance, demands for improved facilities), they may have been
requested to leave the settlement. Such a threat had existed in the past. The “keepers
of the Law’ saw the adjacent towns as sources of potential danger both for themselves
and ‘the Law’; while more distant communities like Wiluna and Warburton Range
were viewed as having their own drawbacks, particularly as ‘trouble places’.

As a result, members of the community were loath to leave the settlement for
anything more than a brief period for ritual or recreational activity. They attempted
to conform with those expectations of the mission-workers that they perceived as
being mostsignificant to the Christians and leastdemanding to their own convictions.
Such adegree of ‘conformity’ was aided by the relatively low level of interaction that
took place on the settlement between mission-workers and the Aborigines.

In this manner, the missionaries and the Aborigines were attempting a strategic
cooperation: they did this both in terms of protecting their own presence at Mt.
Margaret and by combating disruptive behaviour. This cooperation between the
two groups could take place despite a low level of communication: the convergence
of aspirations was seen as a product of external forces threatening ‘the Mission”
rather than a sharing of beliefs and attitudes.

Earlier contacts with European-Australians, and life on the mission-station,
have shaped present attitudes between the two groups. In particular, factors such as
the minimal levels of communication between the missionaries and the ‘new Mob’
(though this is not so for the ‘old Mob’ whose special relationship with the Mission
was firmly entrenched), and socio-historical factors such as the changing nature and
composition of the Mt. Margaret population, all contributed to the state of tension
in the community. This tension remained covert and largely concealed from
members of the other group. Neither had been in a strong enough position to coerce
the other into action with an ultimatum, since such a conflict at this time could result
in the permanent closure of the settlement and both groups would lose to the forces
of bureaucratic rationalism.
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Pressures from outside the community remained crucial in determining the
future of the settlement. On one hand, the Federal and State Councils of the U.A.M.
were anxious to minimize their liability, and instructed their field representatives
accordingly. On the other, several government departments whose activities centre
on Aboriginal affairs played a significant but ill-defined and somewhat vacillating
role in determining the role of the settlement in the future. These government
departments were viewed by those living at Mt. Margaret as threatening the future
integrity of the settlement, and perpetuating the present situation of uncertainty.
They were seen as alien institutions attempting at times to curry favour with local
Aborigines with promises for action but invariably failing to ‘deliver the goods’.
People came to view these agents with cynicism, and at times tried to manipulate
them, not always with much success, to their own advantage. Missionary attitudes
to these departments were closely allied. Grants-in-aid were sought on pragmatic
financial grounds due to theinability of the U.A.M. to continue to sponsor exclusively
the continuing development and maintenance of the settlement and its associated
facilities.

Despite the mediation of interpersonal relationships in conflicts that emerged
between the missionaries and the Aborigines at Mt. Margaret, several issues
remained unresolved, and these provided themost deep-seated sourcesof dissension
within the community.

The most contentious difference of opinion concerned the interference of
mission staff in ritual and other traditional activities. All ‘Law” activities had been
banned by the Mission since Schenk'’s time, so that larger gatherings were forced to
take place some distance from the camp. Since most of the important rituals were
commonly held during the summer, and often involved several hundreds of people
who travelled from the Central Reserves, a good supply of water was essential.
Apparently to emphasize their opposition, the missionaries refused to provide
transportable water tanks on such occasions.

The missionaries had for a long time made every effort short of physical
confrontation to prevent or at least discourage any Law activities at Mt. Margaret.
It was always easy for small ritual gatherings to take place in one of the secluded
creek-beds that lie adjacent to the Mission, but for more important meetings, it was
necessary for the ritual ground to be prepared on the far side of the boundary
between the Mission reserve and the two neighbouring pastoral stations. The
attitude of the Mission was reiterated in 1972, when the Department of Aboriginal
Sitesat the Western Australian Museum (operating under the Aboriginal Heritage Act
(1972)) applied to erect a store-house for sacred objects. The U.AM. refused
permission to permit such a building to be erected on what they viewed as Mission
land, although legally this was an Aboriginal Reserve like any other, and had been
vested in the Aboriginal Lands Trust under the Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority
Act(1972). As aresult, it was necessary to obtain permission from the leaseholder of
the adjacent property to the east, Mt. Weld Pastoral Company, for the storehouse to
be erected thereinstead. It was a source of concern for the men that this arrangement
could be endangered if the lease expired or changed hands.

This antagonistic attitude toward ‘the Law’ has hardened since A.M.O.S.
assumed control. The construction of a dancing ground immediately to the north of
the settlement (outside the surveyed boundary, in fact) attracted considerable
opposition from A.M.O.S. members. The plight of local residents received wide
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fringes of the towns where they were a reminder of the more brutal aspects of
Europeanoccupationof thisregion, including the exploitation of Aboriginal women.
It was the desire to ‘save’ part-European children that presented the missionaries -
with what became their operational goal — not one of broad evangelization of the
entire Aboriginal population, butone of selective salvation. The Graham Homes, the
school, the cottages, and the industries were oriented toward the perceived needs of
a particular group of people while the rest were left to survive as best they could on
the fringe of the Mission. However, it was in being left largely alone and to their own
devices that members of this group were given an opportunity to survive on their
own terms, rather than on those of the dominant society.

Government policy remained essentially laissez-faire up to the late sixties.
Indeed, during the 1920s and 1930s, mission activity became an essential part of
administrative policy, enabling successive state governments to ignore the need for
direct participation on the part of Aborigines and, perhaps more importantly, the
need for greatly improved funding.

Assuming a de facto role from the government, missionary organizations were
assured of a continuing presence regardless of their efficiency or contribution to
Aboriginal welfare. Schooling and vocational training aside, the Mt. Margaret
Mission served to create and perpetuate a divergence between the young and the
old, the Christian and the ‘Law-keeper’, despite immediate ritual and kin-based
linkages which otherwise emphasized a broader group identification.
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