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The theme of the conference:

Aborigines who fought for the white man are remembered with reverence.  The many more who fought against him are forgotten. (Henry Reynolds).

I arrived on time for a 9am start.  (It was a 25 minute taxi ride, one in which I learnt about Shanghai Chinese in Australia.) There was coffee and tea, a table full of morning tea cakes and muffins available. This was a necessary distraction as the conference didn’t start until 10.30am.  The late start however enabled people to introduce themselves, and an opportunity for the organisers to ask me where I was from and reasons for my attendance. The school hall was set out to enhance discussion (see photo).

The conference was chaired by Jeff McMullen. The two keynote speakers were Uncle Dave Williams, and Henry Reynolds. The key text under discussion was Henry’s Forgotten War (2013). It appeared quite a number attending had read  or were familiar with Henry’s book.

McMullen drew both speakers into a discussion on how war against Aboriginal people constitutes a legitimate war which should be recognized as such.
There was considerable interchange between speakers and the floor. 

Before the speakers there was a short film clip from ‘Our Generation’ which featured speakers highlighting the violence of colonization and the struggle for land. See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tcq4oGL0wlI  if you wish to see the documentary.

Henry Reynolds was the first speaker.  Henry provided a summary of his book  (Forgotten War) under four headings: revelation; exploration; contention; interpretation.  Revelation referred to his early experiences in Townsville. Exporation was obtaining archival records of relations between settlers and Aborigines, which led to The other side of the Frontier (recently republished with a new introduction). Contention  referred to the history wars, most particularly John Howard and Keith Windschuttle. Interpretation is the argument contained in Forgotten War.

He made reference to What’s wrong with ANZAC The Militarisation of Australian History  by Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds (with Mark McKenna and Joy Damousi) referring to the current interest in WWI as a ‘carnival of commemoration’. 

He made an argument of a just war and how Aboriginal responses to invasion fitted the criteria. On these grounds alone the frontier wars should be recognized as Australia’s first wars. (This argument can be found in Forgotten War).

There followed a short film clip with Wesley Enoch and Tom Wright discussing Black Diggers. 

Uncle Dave Williams followed Henry.  He provided a short biographical introduction highlighting his 29 years with the Australian Navy, finishing up as a Chief Petty Officer.  He highlighted the fact that his family was a military family, some 29 members of his family, the generations before and following had joined the Australian armed forces, serving the nation from WWI.  (He made an aside that probably 45 Indigenous Australians fought in the Boer war but they could not be repatriated because of the White Australia policy: it went unremarked) . His main point was that military service brings out mateship.  Serving overseas especially with Navy enabled cross cultural understanding. 

There were many points raised from the floor or in response to questions from the floor. A brief summary: 

· Coming to terms with the past recognizing that conflict was across all of the country

· Australia out of step with other settler nations

· Australians continue identify with the British and thus identify with the early settlers.

· National apology over frontier wars.  (Henry thinks the apology should come from Britain as it was their decision to invade)

· History written by the victors which explains why frontier conflict left out of national narrative. Uncle Dave thought the AWM lets down Aboriginal/indigenous people but it is on the right track in its endeavours to obtain a list of all black diggers.

· The wars continue with the incarceration of young indigenous people/men

· The land was managed by indigenous people yet it is unrecognized. Indigenous people portrayed as hunters and gatherers, nomads.

· Genocide was raised but generated little discussion.

· Concern over the militarization of Australian history. Why is war so prominent in our histoy?

· Language, such as the use of the word settler; most people arrive and settle after the indigenous population has been crushed.

· Naming , monuments and recognition of frontier conflict.  It offers a possibility of telling both sides of the story. (The Esplanade in Fremantle held up as an example.)

· Are Indigenous Australians ‘our’ countrymen or not. A central question; if we say yes, then they should have a place in the AWM, if not create separate institutions.

· Finally Bill Stanner’s observation, (After the Dreaming) unattributed, that we have to accept that Aboriginal/Indigenous people may wish to maintain their culture, and may not wish to join ‘us’. 
