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About this document
The first part of this document consists of stories about how people in Ntaria/Hermannsburg 
‘keep spirits strong’. These stories are the property of the community of Ntaria. Many 
different members of this community have contributed to the stories that are included here. 
Some of the stories were told by individuals, some were told by groups, and others have 
been compiled from different people’s contributions. The stories included here are just a 
starting point. If you live in Ntaria and would like to share further stories about how you 
and your family keep spirits strong, please contact the Western Arrernte Health Aboriginal 
Corporation (WAHAC) and they will arrange for this to take place. We have also included 
here a number of messages which convey to the people of Ntaria what their stories have 
meant to people from other communities and countries. If, after reading this document,  
you would like to send a message to the people of Ntaria, you can do so via email: admin@
wahac.org.au      

The second part of this document explains how and why these stories and storylines 
are being created and shared. Considerable thought, teamwork and partnerships have 
contributed to the work described here. If you would like to know more about this way of 
working, please contact the Dulwich Centre Foundation c/o dulwich@dulwichcentre.com.au  
or phone: (61-8) 8223 3966.  

 

The stories contained here remain forever the property of those who told them.
Part One: Good stories that make spirits strong © 2009 Western Arrernte Health Aboriginal Corporation
Part Two:  Creating storylines: What is it about these stories that ‘make spirits strong’?  

And how did these stories come to be? © 2009 Dulwich Centre Foundation
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Part One

Good stories that make spirits strong from the people of Ntaria / Hermannsburg
There’s a big history in this place and many stories. Everyone here has important stories. So does the land. And as you walk around and see 
the buildings they all have stories too. Lots of the older buildings were built by our people. There are many stories around here; some of these 
stories can make us stronger. 
In June and August of 2008, a number of residents of Ntaria gathered to listen to stories from other Aboriginal communities. These are stories 
about how men and women and young people in other places are trying to deal with hard times. They are stories of some of the special skills 
and knowledge of community members. Some of the stories have come from the south of Australia and others have come from the far north.  
It seems significant that now these stories are being shared in the very centre of Australia. Ntaria is right in the middle of the storylines. 

Ways of dealing with many losses
The first stories that people told were about ways of dealing with many losses, with deaths of loved-ones and friends. 
Our experiences here in Hermannsburg are the same as in other Aboriginal communities. We have also had many losses. There was a terrible accident 
here some months ago. We lost six of our loved ones in one day. It is still very sad to think about this. This was a very big loss and we need to find 
ways to come together. Some of our family members can’t get this event out of their heads. They loved and cared so much for the people who died. 
Sometimes, deaths and losses bring very hard feelings. So many things go through our heads. After the accident, we held a very large memorial 
service. We had the police close the roads and many people came to pay their respects. When you drive past there are many flowers at the place where 
they died. We buy the flowers from the shops here and take them out to that place to honour their memory. Now we are hoping to build a memorial 
there. We miss our loved-ones very much but will never forget them, and we will continue to find ways to honour their lives and their memory. 
There are many different ways we try to deal with losses.

Dreams
Sometimes, people here have dreams of friends or loved-ones who have died. This has been true for a long time. Our ancestors had dreams of lost 
loved-ones. They would tell us about this and now we continue this tradition.

Feeling people’s presence
Many of us feel the presence of those who have died. We feel a spirit with us. And if there is danger around, they will tell us, they will let us know in 
some way. Sometimes, if it is urgent, they will even wake us up from sleeping. 

Noticing warning signs
Before a death occurs in our community, we are often given warning, a signal that something is going to happen. We hear the cries of a woman.  
We call her the ‘crying widow’. She comes to us. Her voice always comes from a particular direction, from the west. There’s always someone who  
will hear it and then they let others know. In this way, we are prepared. And this makes a difference. We know to listen for her, and to respect her cries 
when we hear them. 
Falling stars are also a signal. If there is a big bright falling star then we know something is wrong. If the star falls towards the east, then we know  
there is trouble in the east. If it falls towards the west, then we are concerned for those in the west. There are also sometimes signs in the wind.  
And the signal star is a bright green star. 
The old people taught us about these signals, these signs. They told us about them before they died. Now we’ve passed this knowledge onto  
the younger ones. 
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Stories from our grandparents
There are also special sorts of dreams that our grandparents told us about. These are dreams in which a lost loved-one visits us and brings a flower. 
We have been told by our ancestors, that when this happens in our dreams, we are not to take the flower. If you do grab the flower then you might 
end up visiting your lost loved-ones. It might be you who are the next to pass away. Our grandparents told us about this. It is a story told down the 
generations. Instead of taking the flower, we talk, negotiate with the visitor. We explain that we need to remain here so that we can watch our children 
grow up. We have been prepared by our ancestors for these special sorts of dreams, so we know what to do when we experience them. 

Telling stories, remembering the good times, and sharing from the heart
At the funerals and memorials we hold here, we tell stories about those who have passed away. We might say, ‘My grandfather was a hero for horses. 
He taught me how to ride, how to break horses’. We might also share funny stories from his life. In thinking about this, one of us was reminded of 
grandparents who used to hunt for rabbits, goannas, kangaroos, and who searched for wild onion. There are beautiful memories we have. One of the 
ways we deal with losses is by sharing these beautiful memories. 
My son passed away in that terrible car accident. I get through this by remembering the good times. I used to go on picnics with my son and we 
would joke and laugh. Every year there is a big flood and he loved to go fishing. He would ask me to come. He put big nets out at night time and in the 
morning lots of fish would be in the nets, a ‘big net full of fish’. These were the happiest days we had. My son loved to hunt for goannas and he would 
chase them all around. My son was bright, happy, and shy, although he would talk and play with family. I always think about him hunting and can 
picture this in my mind.
Sometimes we share our memories to help each other get through tough times. My mother was a big help to me during the time I lost my son.  
She would share her good memories. She remembered going hunting with her grandson. She also went gospel singing with her grandson at night.  
His favourite song to sing was Kumbaya in Arrente language. Grandma’s happiest memories of her grandson were that he was a good helper;  
he would collect wood and tidy up. He was good at fixing cars. He was a very good grandson. 
We remember the good times and share from the heart. In the hardest of times some of us remember.

Supporting each other and knowing when to keep a distance
When sisters and brothers support each other, this makes a real difference. It should stay that way. Often we support our brothers or sisters who are 
out bush. We find money for them and share this with them. This is an important form of support. But sometimes, when people pass away, especially if 
it is from a violent death, then trouble comes between families. If this happens, then sometimes it is important for people to keep a distance for a while. 
We have had to learn about when are the times for people to come together, and when are the times for distance. These are important things to know. 
They make a difference when dealing with many losses.

Going visiting
When things get difficult, sometimes people go away from the community for a while, they go visiting friends or family elsewhere. This is one part of 
sorry business. We have learnt a lot about this. Sometimes we know that it is time to go away for a while. Not too long though. Because when we are 
away the children or grandchildren will worry about when we are coming back. There are things that bring us back home. We have learnt to know when 
to go away, and also when to return.

Little children
Having little children around can also make our spirits strong. If children are around they keep you busy. They ask, ‘Have you got anything for me?  
Can you do this for me?’ Little children keep us busy and they keep older people strong. 
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Going home
When a loved one dies around here, we believe that they are going home. We have songs about this. Some of these are sung at funerals. They are 
comforting songs. Almost like lullabies. The Arrente word for cemetery means ‘going home’. When we look at this word it can bring tears, but also 
comfort. We know that our loved ones have gone back home. We also know that they will always be here with us.

Giving thanks
My grandfather

was a hero for the horses

We give thanks
To our ancestors’ stories

Our ancestors
They are still here with us
We hold on to their stories

Sometimes they visit in our dreams
Warning us of dangerous things

We look out for falling stars
Or crying widows from afar

We give thanks
To our ancestors’ stories

They gave us the water of life
And they rode camels
Across this country

And so on Thanksgiving day
And in many different ways

We give thanks
To our ancestors’ stories
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Ways of dealing with hard times

Riding through hard times
I remember the first time I rode a horse. I was small and the horse was small, a pony. We were out bush and experienced men, our brothers,  
would teach us. I remember the first time. I was scared, but I said, ‘One more time, one more time’.
Learning how to break in your own horse is a special thing. You’ve got to get him to know you. There are special ways to do this with wild horses. 
This is about respecting the horse, and respecting the old men who taught us. 
When you’ve broken the horse but they are still very fresh you have to take care and always ride with others because something might happen.  
I was dragged by a horse once, a couple of years back, in Gilbert Springs. A rope got tangled around my ankle and the horse bucked and dragged 
me. Luckily there were other blokes there. They chased the horse on foot, caught him and untied the rope. I ended up in hospital. But it didn’t  
stop me getting back on the horse. 
There’s nothing like that feeling of riding fast through country, or the feeling of being on the saddle at the rodeo. There are many different skills 
you have to learn to be at the rodeo. First, you have to prepare, to get ready. You sit straight in the saddle. Sit tight. And you watch the horse, just 
waiting for the gate to open. When you are in the shoot, you don’t have to hurry. You can take your time and stay calm. Once the gate opens it’s all 
about reflexes. You’ve got to be quick in the saddle and just listen for the siren. You’ve got to stay focused, not get distracted from the goal.
All these skills of preparing, practicing, sitting straight, staying calm, being quick in the saddle and staying focused, they are all skills we need in 
life. I try to teach the young kids now, how to keep away from trouble, away from grog1 and drugs, how to keep away from accidents and from 
hurting themselves. The skills of riding can be skills for life. 
I was drinking once, before I got this job. And it’s spending time with the horses that stops me from drinking. Whenever it’s a hard time, I go out  
to catch horses. Being with horses is one of the things that can stop the drinking and start a new life. I share this with young men. A few of them 
are now interested. They remind me of what I was like when I was young. 
I saw my older brother a while ago and I told him that I was back riding horses and teaching the young guys. He said, ‘I might get back on the 
horses too then’.
There is a long history of horse-riding here. Since the mission days, our people were stockmen. If the stockmen from back then could see us now, 
if they could see the troubles that came to our people, and then see how we are trying to use horses to find our way back, I think they’d be very 
pleased. They’d probably say: ‘How did they learn to ride a horse?’ I guess they’d realise that the skills had been passed on down the generations. 
And they’d probably be really pleased if we won the rodeo!
All around us here are the histories of horses. There were a couple of stockyards near the supermarket and another one just north of here.  
There is a long history of our people riding horses through tough times. We’re trying to continue this now and pass it in on to the young ones. 
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Letting go of the rope
We loved our grog before. It was like a rope that we had been holding onto. My mum used to say, ‘When are you going to stop drinking?’, and  
I’d say, ‘One day mum, one day’. 
My husband and I used to drink in town. One day I was with my sister-in-law who saw this white lady waving at us. I recognised her: ‘That’s my 
friend’. This was a lady that we often used to talk to. We may have been drinking but we were still very friendly. Whenever she saw us we would talk 
with her, share stories. I think she had always felt kind to us and sorry that the grog had taken over our lives. We used to ask this lady for a loan.  
She always knew we would do this and so she kept $20 in her pocket for us. This day was the same. We went over and asked for a loan and she 
gave us $20. Then she said, ‘Are you coming for a cup of tea?’ So me and my husband went with her. After the tea she said, ‘If you feel tired then 
there is a lounge here, you can both sleep.’ So we slept, got up and had lunch together. Then we went back to sleep again because our bodies  
were sick from the grog. At 6 pm we woke and shared dinner. Then our friend said, ‘I want you to camp here tonight’. So we did. She told us to  
wake up at 7 am the next morning. 
When we woke the next day, we were surprised when our friend said we were going to the airport. I thought we must be meeting someone.  
But when we got to the airport she said, ‘We’re going on a holiday to Sydney for one day’. I’d never been on a plane before. This was 1994 and  
I was very scared. But my friend was very supportive and encouraging and my husband was too. So we got on the plane. It turned out that we 
weren’t just going for one day, and it wasn’t just a holiday. We were going to an AA (Alcoholics Anonymous) program for two weeks. We were  
the only couple to attend from central Australia. We carried the Aboriginal flag. 
During those two weeks, it was like a needle went into my heart. We listened and shared stories with so many other people whose lives had been 
taken over by grog. And we got to hear about the ways they were all taking steps to be free from grog. At one point I cried and my friend said,  
‘It’s better for you to cry. You’re letting all those horrible things out of your system’. We were there for two weeks and then came back. 
When we returned home my mum saw that we had changed. At first she just watched us. She watched us for one week, two weeks, a month and  
she starting talking about us. She started telling stories about how we were getting stronger each day. Her stories were important. She noticed  
that when people came to us with grog, when they asked us to drink with them, that we would keep saying no.
We didn’t promise her that we were going to give up for ever. And my husband didn’t promise his father either, because we were not sure whether 
we would be able to keep such a promise. It’s no good people making promises before they are strong enough. If you make promises that you can’t 
keep, this can make you sicker. The grog was like a rope we had been holding onto. We were not sure what would happen if we let it go. 
But then, together, we realised it was time to let go of that rope. And we realised that our heart and spirit had got stronger so we made a promise to 
ourselves and others. And when we did, our life changed. We let go of that rope and took hold of our children. They were very happy. They hadn’t 
been safe with mum and dad drinking. And they had been spending a lot of time with their grandmother. Once we let go of the rope, the kids knew 
that they were safe. They also started to support us. If a drunk man came around to humbug us, the kids would say, ‘They don’t drink’. The kids  
were there to help us. When we were on the grog I never thought about my children. We only thought of ourselves. We’d spend all the kids’ money 
on the grog. 
But once we let go of the rope, we started to support the kids and they started to support us. 
Our house became a safe place. And then other people started to turn to us for help. When there was fighting, women would come and stay at our 
place. It became the safe house in the community. We’d start to go into camps and run programs. We started to work together with the friend who 
had taken us to Sydney. She had helped us and now we work together to help others. 
Now, if someone asks me to drink, I think of my mum. She is here with me. I can’t drink because she is right here with me. I keep telling them,  
‘I promised my mum, so I can’t drink.’ Other people helped us to let go of the rope. Now we are helping others. 
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Making changes
Sometimes we have to make big changes in our lives. When I think of making big changes, I think of my grandfather. Right after I was married, my 
grandfather said to me and my wife, ‘I would like to share my story. You can share it with the grandchildren and great-grandchildren’. He told us that 
as a young man he had been a warrior and a leader but that he was doing violent things. He was with a group that started to go south when he saw an 
angel standing. There were lots of warriors but he was the only one to see the angel. He turned and looked north and then saw a light. He felt something 
inside and thought to himself, ‘I must go back north’. At this moment, he left everything about his old life behind, and when he came back, he fell in love 
with my grandmother. They got married in an old church. He wasn’t from here, but he quickly learned to read Arrente. I grew up with my grandfather. 
And I have also made big changes in my life. I had been involved with alcohol, but like him, I made changes, I gave it up. Whenever we have to make 
changes, I think of my grandfather. 

Trying hard to find a future
Some of us got to hear the story from the young men in Arnhem Land about how they are trying hard to find a future. They told a good story. It’s good 
to talk about the future. It’s good to hear stories about ways of dealing with the grog. There are some people here who are trying hard to find a future 
too. One way we try to find a future is by making friends and family. Although you might not think about it, making friends is a way to find a future. 
Another way is by learning from other people. And then there’s football. A lot of young men around here train for football. They travel from town to 
country to play. If you play football then you’re gonna get a lot of friends. You also enjoy yourself and have a lot of fun. These are some of the ways that 
young people around here are trying hard to find a future. 
Sometimes we’ve learnt these things from older people. My father used to drink but all the time he would say to me, ‘Don’t get like me. Live a good way. 
Live another way. Don’t drink’. I listened to him. I knew it was important. So he kept telling me, ‘When you grow up, you’re going to be a man.  
You’re going to have a future, have a job’. He’d tell me not to listen to my friends if they were telling me to do something silly. He cared about me so he 
kept telling me these things. He believed in a future for me. He used to be stockman at Glen Helen Station. Sometimes around here there is a lot of grog 
and drugs and a lot of fighting. Even when I grew up my dad kept telling me to keep away from all that. He would say this all the time! Sometimes I’d 
say to him, ‘I am grown up now. I’m an adult. You don’t need to say these things any more’. But I’d still listen. And he would keep on saying it, right up 
until he died. He passed away last year. I still remember what he told me and I have never drunk alcohol. I have kept away from all that. He was proud 
for me. And I think this gave him hope. He saw that I had listened to him. My father gave me a good way to get a future. And I gave him hope. 
Some of us here are trying hard to find a future. Just like those young men up north. And some of us learnt about this from older people. 

Showing love and care
You can’t force people to stop drinking or sniffing. People have to do it from their hearts. So we have to strengthen people’s hearts and the best way we 
can do this is by showing love and care. There are many reasons why people drink round here. Often it is because of sorrow, or loneliness. They think 
too much about their loved-one who has died and that’s when they drink. But it’s not worth it. We must find other ways. Enough is enough.
So now we try to show people love and care. We try to talk to people nicely, not argue. If someone is drinking and fighting, we might say calmly,  
‘The grog is making you a bad friend’. They won’t talk with you if you argue all the time. My son was a sniffer. When many young people were sniffing 
here it was a very bad time. It is very hard to know how to talk with sniffers. But when we were on the night patrol we did a course and it helped.  
We learned how to stay very calm. I used to say calmly to my son, ‘I am the one who brought you into this world. You’ve got to listen to me’.
If you start showing love and care to others then you become trusted. We became a trusted couple. Young men would come around crying, ‘I’m going 
to hang myself’. It is so much better when people have a place to go to find kindness.
I saw this from my father and mother. My father was a stockman. During the mission days, the missionaries would nominate certain people to become 
evangelists. My father was nominated because he was brave. He had a strong voice and could talk to people. When I was small, about five years old,  
he would go out to all the communities. I saw my parents showing love to other people. If a wife had been bashed up, she would come to our home.  
My mum would wash her, take her to the clinic. My mum would always say, ‘You’ve got to show love and care’. That’s what I say now. 
Grog can bring nastiness. It will make people swear. When there is grog in people’s stomachs it can be mean. So that makes love and care even more 
important. There are long histories of people trying to show love and care around here. We’re continuing this in our own ways. 
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Keeping spirits strong 
My father is sick. He’s had a stroke so now is in a wheelchair. We care for him while he is sick. We show our love and kindness to him. His niece often 
jokes with him, saying, ‘How’s my boyfriend? How are you?’ And he jokes with her too … whenever she goes away from the community for work he 
says, ‘I’ve been missing you my girlfriend! Where have you been?’ We use laughter to make him happy, to keep his spirit strong. 
I listen to his stories. He speaks about my grandmother and grandfather who used to have camels. They used to camp out at Palm Valley. They used 
to put their blankets and supplies in big bags on the side of the camels. I hear stories from the mission days too. My family used to go travelling 
through country. They used to ride to Kaporilya on camels for Thanksgiving day. My grandfather used to be a stockman. He was a senior leader of the 
community. My family were strong people with strong hearts.
My father, even though he is sick, still tells these stories of the early days. And I listen to him carefully. Sometimes when he talks about the past he may 
feel a little bit lonely, so I show him the stories are important by listening carefully. He shares his stories with me so that he knows they will be shared 
with his grandchildren, so that they can take them on and keep them alive. He wants us to remember the camels and our travels through country and 
down the Finke River.
Listening to his stories can keep his spirit strong. And so can laughter. His niece makes him laugh when she tucks him into bed: ‘Where’s my boyfriend? 
Wakey, wakey … I miss you …’ When people are sick, we find ways to keep spirits strong. 

Giving thanks: This story was told at the oasis at Kaporilya 
Every year, on the first of October, we hold a thanksgiving day here. Our people travel from all over, from Hermannsburg and even from South Australia, 
to gather at Kaporilya. Everyone becomes part of the celebration. We come here because our ancestors’ spirit is still at this place. The water from this 
spring has always sustained our people. In the early days this was where our ancestors came and they would not let any other peoples come to this 
water. Then later, the missionaries arrived and Hermannsburg was formed. Again, the water from this oasis gave life. It was from here that they piped 
water all the way back to Hermannsburg. Our ancestors dug the trench. It was very hard work to create this pipeline and we never forget the efforts of 
our ancestors. They withstood great hardship. We give thanks to them and to the water itself. Each year, we gather and celebrate with prayer, song and 
gospel hymns. Old people and young people come together. Little ones are baptised in this spring water. This is living water. Over generations it made 
our spirit strong. We never forget to give thanks. When there are very difficult times we still remember our ancestors and give thanks to them, for their 
efforts, and for all they endured. Giving thanks is important to us. 
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Strong people, strong hearts
Yia nhnaha ilkuta kgninama 

We’re strong people, strong hearts

Stories to share

In Ntaria, Hermannsburg

Even the buildings have history here

We remember the camels

and our travels through this country

and every year

we give thanks

to water and ancestry

Yia nhnaha ilkuta kgninama 

(This simple song

Is to keep our spirits strong)

‘You’ve got to show love and care’

My mum would always say

So we let go of the rope

Picked up our kids

Keep caring today

Yia nhnaha ilkuta kgninama 

My father used to drink

But he’d always say, ‘Live another way,

‘Don’t get like me. You’re going to have a future one day’

I listened to him

This gave him hope

He was proud of me

He found me a future

I’m living it now and I’ll pass it on you’ll see

Yia nhnaha ilkuta kgninama 

There’s nothing like

riding fast through country,

or being on the saddle at the rodeo.

You’ve got to stay focused

Listen for that siren

Don’t get distracted from the goal.

All around us are histories of horses

We ride through tough times.

All around us are histories of horses

We ride through tough times.
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Caring for land and each other

Caring for land
There are long histories here of people caring for land. Some years back, some of us worked for Parks and Wildlife as rangers. This was about looking 
after country. We’d try to make sure people didn’t drive off the roads or run amuck. We’d talk to them wisely, try to show them the right way to go. 
Many people don’t know this country so we try to explain it to them. We also made firebreaks. We dealt with feral animals, cleaned out introduced 
weeds, and made fences to protect the national park. Some of the skills we used in this work we have known about for a long time. First of all, in order 
to care for the land, you have to love it. This land is our home, our country. The second thing you have to do is go out there, get away and sit down 
quietly. This country is really quiet. If you are quiet you just hear the birds and the wind, and, of course, the dingoes at night. If you want to care for this 
country you have to be quiet sometimes, and listen to it. It’s the land that helps us to know where we come from and how we are connected to different 
families. This land means a lot to us. If you live on it, you’ve got to respect it. We’ve known all of this for a long time and we want to pass this on.  
We want to pass on the knowledge that there are ways of looking after country, our families and ourselves. These things go together. If we want to look 
after ourselves and our families, we also have to look after country. We have to care for this land. We’ve known about this for a long time. 
The current rangers are now carrying on this tradition: ‘We’re maintaining the community gardens, picking up rubbish and making firebreaks. We’ve 
also been upgrading the campground and controlling the spread of prickly pear. We look for pig tracks and we make trap gates. We’ve been conducting 
surveys too – of marsupial moles and slaters skink. And because horses have been so significant to the people of Hermannsburg, we have recently 
begun recording the Horse Story – the good and the bad. This story is being documented on video so that it can be shared with others. These are all 
ways of working on country and caring for the land. These are our ways of carrying on tradition’

It’s not easy to be a ringer (ranger)

I want to be stockman again. 

Like my old man used to be

In this hard, dusty land

It’s not easy.

It’s not easy to be a ringer on this hard, dusty plain

Mustering horses and cattle with my brothers and mates

It’s not easy

It’s not easy to be a ringer on this hard dusty plain 

Max wrote this poem when he was in prison and dreaming of being back on this land. Max is now a ranger at Tjuwanpa. 
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How to get through the hot and the dry
Our people have had to learn how to get through the hot and dry. In early days, we had to find ways of caring for horses through the dry season. 
We learnt to chase water from the old men. When I was a boy, my father was a stockman and I learnt this from him. We’re still chasing horses, but 
it’s much easier now because we have motorbikes! Some of the old skills are still important to us. When it is really hot, really dry, we still get shovels 
and dig out the creek so that it flows. We make it wider so the horses can drink. We also know that when it is hot, you only chase horses in the late 
afternoon. And when we catch a horse we might still fill our cowboy hat with water and use this to give the water to the horse. My father taught me this. 
The old people used to do it, give the horses just enough water to drink. I’m passing this down to the younger ones so that it keeps going down the 
generations. And in the really hot times we know when to take shelter. So do the horses. 
When families and communities are having very hard times they also take shelter. And there are ways that people try to help each other like passing the 
hat with water. When our people were working as stockmen, there wasn’t so much grog. And when the older people did drink, they always made sure 
to do this a long way away from the women and the younger people. This was a way of protecting others. This was a way of caring for young ones and 
caring for the future. They’d go away whenever they drank in order to care for the future. We think these older men would like it that we remember this, 
that we remember their stories. We think they would like us to keep on working, to keep on finding ways to get through the hot and the dry.

Respecting other people’s places
This land is where we are from. If we visit another place we go as a visitor. When we visit other people’s places some of us throw a rock first, before 
we walk on their lands. This is about respecting country, respecting place. It’s like standing at a gate and asking to be invited in. Respecting land, 
respecting place is also about respecting people. As we rebuild respect for people here, we also re-build respect for place. 

The past and the present
Keeping faith in two cultures
When times are tough faith can be really important. Around here, we keep faith in two cultures. Our people have always had faith in our culture.  
Way back, before the mission days, they had their own beliefs, their culture and their faith. When the missionaries came, at first it was hard to 
bring together two cultures, two beliefs. The idea of just following white men’s culture and leaving behind our culture was very hard for us. Our first 
commandment was to live here in this land, on our land. This commandment came well before the white men. 
After the missionaries came, some of our people also began to carry the bible. We began to find strength and faith in Christianity, in prayer, and in 
gospel songs. These are very important to us now. Praying and hearing God’s word can make our spirit stronger. And going to church helps us to get 
through losses of loved ones. 
Throughout our history, our people were very strong to find ways to keep our faith from our culture. We are still strong to carry this on. So now we 
have two cultures. We can’t break one away and keep one. We keep two cultures. We went to white man’s school and church to learn reading and 
writing and mathematics and Christian religion. And we learn from our ancestors’ stories. 
Now we need to continue to be strong on our culture and white man’s culture. We have two beliefs. These two faiths are like two mountains that are 
joined. We cannot separate them now. They are like two pillars of commandments, two tablets of commandments. We are so proud to hold onto these 
two tablets. We thank God and we thank our ancestors for this. 

Knowing the histories
To understand what is happening around here now, we try to understand our histories. Lately, there has been a lot of talk about child abuse. The abuse 
of children started a long time ago. When we were young kids, forty, fifty years ago there was abuse then too. When the welfare took children away 
from their mothers and fathers, some were put in places where they were called mongrels. Some were even hit with straps or had to go without food 
sometimes. There were times they were made to sit in silence in the corners. When people now talk about child abuse, it’s important to also talk about 
this history. This is where some of the abuse came from. Now, as we try to deal with the abuse of children, we also have to deal with these histories.  
We have to ask, ‘What does abuse mean here, where did it come from, and how can we stop it?’



11

Honouring those who cared for us as children

Many of us have stories about those who cared for us when we were children. Some of us came from families in which there was drinking or trouble, 
and other family members, aunties, uncles took us in. They cared for us. After my first mum left me because of the grog, a special woman became my 
mum. She grew me up. She cared for me when I was sick. She showed her love and care to raise me as her own child. If she wasn’t there, I would have 
been dead or lost. A wonderful man also became like my father. They both showed love and care. They took me hunting out bush. We looked for bush 
honey. How wonderful this couple was. They will always be in my heart. I remember them always and I think they would like this. It’s important for me 
to tell this story to honour them. They were there for me. It was a precious gift I received from them. Many of us have stories about the people who 
cared for us when we were children. 
I have a similar story. When I was young, my mum and dad separated and left me. And later my mum got a taste of drink. She moved into town and 
didn’t want to come back. She became a drinking woman. My father too. They both were drinking people. I was 13. My sister was 10. My other sister 
was 7. My brother was 17. We were lost and couldn’t find anybody to look after us so we went separate ways. My brother went with our grandfather. 
And then this wonderful, kind lady, my Auntie, my mother’s cousin, took me in her care. She grew me up. She didn’t have a partner but I felt safe with 
my single mother. She cared like I was her own child. Some years later, my dad passed away and I got married and had a daughter. My Auntie let me 
get married to the kindest man I ever met. And then, I heard that my mother was in hospital. She was so sick I thought she was going to pass away. 
When she came out of hospital, at first she stayed out at the town camp. But then she wanted to come back and stay with me, her daughter, so that I 
could look after her. I had become the helper in my family as I was the only one who never drank. And after all those years, my mum thought about me, 
her daughter. She gave up the drink because I didn’t drink and I forgave what my Mum had done to us. I didn’t feel like blaming her for what she did 
to us. She realised that she had a family she left behind and I loved her to come back to me. She helped me with my daughter and a nephew too when 
he got sick. Now my mother is an old woman and I am looking after her. It was my Auntie who taught me how to look after others when I was growing 
up. When I got married, my Auntie got sick and she told her daughters to tell me. As soon as I heard, I came back to her and I stayed with her. I lived 
with her and she passed away in my arms. I was close to her and always remember her. We always remember those who cared for us when we were 
children. 

Remembering what people taught us
We also remember what people taught us. My father was a stockman and when I was a young girl I learned from him. He taught me to ride horses.  
I started riding when I was 12. I was too scared at first, but he said ‘Just jump on that horse!’ When I did, he cracked the whip. I was crying but I 
learned. When I was 14 or 15 I started working with my father riding horses. My father was working stock. He was really clever. He made saddles 
and bridles. He always had a whip and a bridle and a saddle. And he worked stock in Queensland and everywhere. Two times we took the horses to 
Alice Springs. And I kept working with my father until I was twenty. I’ve got children now. I lost my three daughters but I have four sons and many 
grandchildren. I always tell them to ride horses the proper way – not like a camel. I’ve passed on what my father passed on to me. My grandson has 
horses now at the outstation. And when I think about my father, I think he’d be very proud. The little ones are always asking me, ‘How’d you learn that?’ 
I tell them I learned it from my father.
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Honouring those who got us to where we are now
It’s important to us to remember those who got us to where we are now. When I was a child, I used to go to school every day here in Hermannsburg. 
This was because my mum and my stepfather supported me in going to school. They really wanted me to keep going. They were really, really strict 
about me going to school. At first I thought that their wanting me to go to school meant that they didn’t love me, that they just wanted me to go away 
from them. But then they explained to me what going to school means. They explained that it means having a good education and learning about how to 
help people and the community. 
I always knew I wanted to get a job because I knew it would make a difference in my life. My mum was a good woman. She was my role model in life. 
She worked and so I wanted to work. I knew that I could change my life forever by helping my families and other people in the community. My mother 
had learned this from her mother. My grandmother had three daughters and in those days they had to work to help out their mum with housekeeping. 
In a cultural way it is important for a girl to work hard. This goes a long way back. My grandmother is really proud. And my great-great-grandmother is 
a bush medicine woman. She is a Pitjantjatijara woman. She is now in her 80s. She has fifth generation grandchildren. When I was in my teenage years, 
she taught me how to do bush medicine, how to hunt and how to speak the Pitjantjatjara language. They passed down all the stories of how they lived 
down to me. It is always good to listen to your mother. And it is most important to listen to your grandmother. It is a connection of the spirit. 
When I turned 15, that’s when I had to get a job, to live my own life, to become independent. I had a number of small jobs while I was still going to 
school, but when I turned 15 I had to earn the money to provide food and clothing for myself. Now I’ve got a really good job – the most important job! 
I’m working at the clinic. My family, especially my mum and my stepdad, are very proud of me. I am so glad that they got me where I am now. I always 
tell them that. We always remember who it was who got us to where we are now. 

Telling old stories keeps our memories strong 
Some us remember old stories to keep us strong.  We remember the travels we made when we were young. When I was a young girl, ten years old, we 
travelled from Hermannsburg to Haasts Bluff. My mum and my dad rode camels. My two sisters rode donkeys and my two brothers rode horses. I rode 
on the camel with my parents. On the way, we stopped at Mbangarra and Norington Station to see my grandfather and grandmother. My grandfather 
had nanny goats. I can remember milking the goats every morning and afternoon. We spent the night at Haasts Bluff and in the morning we caught the 
mission truck and brought a baby back with us. 
I remember going to the old school, near the church: winter time, summer time, no shoes, nothing. After school I’d get the sugar and put my hand in 
and then put it in my mouth. Or we would go swimming. I can also remember going to see the women milking cows in the mornings. And the stockmen 
would get the meat. We ate bullock meat. I remember the stockmen killing the cattle, cutting them in half and bringing back the meat for the people. 
Telling these old stories keeps our memories strong. 

Remembering a long time back
Some of us can remember a long time back, back to when there were many German people here. When I was a child every morning in winter there was 
ice on the ground. It melted in the sun. All the school kids would go over early to the eating house for breakfast, lunch and dinner. 
There was a shop in those days where people could buy a cool drink which came in a big brown bottle. The mission store was first in the pastor’s 
house, next in the clinic. My father sold kangaroo skin and dog skin there that he got from the bush. My father was always selling at that store. People 
were working in the tannery too. My uncle worked there, scraping the skin to make moccasins. Everyone used to make boots in those days. We called 
them putcha boots. They were made out of kangaroo and bullock skin. Most of these people have passed away now. When people passed away back 
then we would sew flour bag coffins behind the church. 
We have many stories here. We remember those old times. Remembering old stories keeps us strong. 



Thinking of our children

A big heart: Protecting our children and putting them first
There are many stories in this community of women protecting children and putting them first. I look after kids when mums and dads are drinking. 
When I take them in, it keeps them safe from drunks. I have three children of my own but I manage to take care of five children. My mum was a drinker 
and I didn’t want to do that to my family. Although my mum drank, she was also a strong woman who would visit people in the hospital and this made 
her stronger. I kept in mind I didn’t want to follow the drinking steps of my mother but I always honour how she cared for others. I also took care of my 
sister when she had breast cancer. I bathed her, washed her sheets and fed her. When she died I took care of her daughter. She is nine years old and 
she calls me mummy. Showing children love and care is very important to me. Children should come first. We have hopes for the children living in this 
community. We want them to stay away from grog and go to school. We’re trying to protect our children and put them first. This means we have to be 
strong. To be a strong woman comes from the heart and spiritual connections. We look after children from the heart. 

Caring for little ones
Little children can tell if you like them or not. And if they know that the adults around them do not like them, then they will get sick in their spirit. This 
is what I keep saying to other foster parents. We’ve got to show the little kids love and care. When kids are going through hard times sometimes they 
might not show the respect back. One of the kids I have looked after since he was a baby came storming into our house not too long ago. He started 
yelling about ‘You’re not my mum’. So I said to him, ‘I’m the one who grew you up since you were five months old. I am your mum all right, and he 
is your father’. Then he went quiet. He had his tea and he cried before jumping on me and hugging me. My husband also spent time talking with him, 
strengthening the connection. When this boy was small, he was very sick; he nearly died. When kids are struggling, they need to be reminded of their 
connections of their histories. We re-told the stories to him, the histories of his life. We let him remember that we were there for him then, and that we 
are there for him now, and we will be there for him forever. 

Stories from young girls
One afternoon, a number of young girls from Hermannsburg sat in a car and talked about some of the things that are important to them and where 
these come from. This was a lively conversation. There was a lot of movement, activity, and energy. There was a lot going on! Here are some of the 
special things they said: 

Art and painting
One of the things that is special to me is art. My Nanna is an artist in Alice Springs. She does paintings of the Hermannsburg mountains. She paints 
Glen Helen and she uses water colours. My Nanna does everything like her father. And I think Albert Namatjira helped him. My mother also does some 
painting and so do I. I just do a little bit. Mainly I do bookmarks. I am proud of my Nanna and one day I would like to be like her. I also play softball and 
I am in the church. These are some of the things that are important to me. 

Horse riding
I like horse riding and I learnt this from my dad. I have a white horse with blue eyes. My grandfather gave my dad this horse and my dad then taught 
me. I like dressing up as a cowgirl and I have a black saddle and bridle. When I grow older, I want to stay at the outstation to do horse riding and to 
teach horse riding for other people. Once, I was on a horse when it bucked me, but I kept on riding. I’ve got a horse yard now; it’s like an arena.  
And I have one brother. He rides horses too. My parents are proud of me. 
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Messages to the people of Ntaria

from residents of Kintore

A story of my life from Kintore
Your stories are good stories. It helped me to listen to them. It helped to hear the histories of Hermannsburg and how people are coping with losses.  
It has been really hard in our family. We have lost loved ones. When this has happened sometimes I have felt like nothing. But when our family came 
from different places to comfort us, then it felt like our lost loved-ones were still there with us. Sometimes when I sit alone I think he is watching over 
me. Sometimes I hear him whispering my name. 
When there were too many petrol sniffers around here, I was one of them. I had hard times. My mother was not around and my father was always going 
to jail. That’s why I didn’t know what to do. I started to sniff petrol to get my mind off thinking that I had nobody. 
There was one lady who took me into her care. She supported me all the way. She got me a job working at the school when I was 16. When I got older  
I got a good future. Now I am working at the council helping our people. 
When some of the young people didn’t have any work here before, they used to go around sniffing and sometimes they went to town and stayed there 
for a month. But today Kintore is getting stronger. Some of the young people are getting jobs and Kintore is changing. It’s getting good now. There is 
work and more people around. We are re-building some of the old buildings. It’s good to see young kids going to school and after school they go to the 
youth centre. There is sometimes music for them, a disco. They used to walk around all night but now they are not. Now they go to sleep. 
It’s been a long journey for me. The woman who took me into her care, she is happy for me. She is proud of me, proud to see the changes. This offers 
her joy and love. She once gave me joy and love and now I am giving this back. 
Sometimes I see my father in my dreams. When I got the job at the school I had this dream that he was proud of me. When I got the job, a good job,  
he was happy to see me working. He said in the dream: ‘I am happy for you, for what you became’. 
I heard your stories from Hermannsburg and now I want to send this story back to you. It’s called ‘A story of my life from Kintore’. 

From a young woman from Kintore

Comfort through song
We heard the songs from Hermannsburg and I liked these because they told a bit of a story as well. Sometimes song and story can come together. 
When people are going through hard times here in Kintore sometimes they come together to sing. Sometimes singing together makes a difference. 
When a person is singing with a group, it makes him or her feel that someone is caring for them. Caring and singing go together. Before, out here,  
we used to have petrol sniffers. At night they would follow the light to where people were gathering to sing. Sometimes, they would come up to us 
and ask if they could sing too. They were always welcome and the singing would lift their spirits up. Sometimes the petrol sniffers were also taken out 
for big trips. They’d travel to another community and there would be sing-a-longs. This would teach them that someone is caring for them instead of 
feeling lonely. 
Songs can bring peace into the room. When I play the song I have written, it makes me feel proud. I am not just playing for myself. I am sharing it for 
other people. To share songs with people is a special thing. 
I used to hear gospel songs when I was younger. My father was a pastor for this community. I looked up to him and songs were a part of our life.  
This idea of singing together as healing, as caring, has been around a long time. It is part of our culture. Thank you for sharing your stories and songs 
with us. It has made us think about how we find comfort through song. 



Messages from different parts of the world

A falling star
I am from Chile and when I heard your story about the meaning of falling stars, I wanted to tell you something in return. In my country, when we see a 
falling star it is a sign of luck. So every time I see one, I close my eyes and ask for a wish. After listening to your story, the image that comes to mind is 
that while I am smiling, you know that something wrong is going to happen to your people. So from now on, every time I see a falling star, my wish will 
be that my luck goes back to you, and through you to the community that will need it. 

Bring the dead ones into the future
I am from Norway, very far from Australia, and I have learnt a lot in listening to your stories. They are very moving and touching to me. Some of the 
ways in which you deal with grief are similar to what we do back home in my country, with flowers and memories and helping each other out. There 
are also some differences which are very significant to me. Being a psychologist, I have tried to help people to say goodbye to their dead ones, to leave 
them behind. I also have a brother who died. He left me three years ago. Hearing how you keep contact and bring along the dead ones from the other 
side has given me a new perspective on my brother’s death, and also in meeting people who are in this situation of grief which is too often a part of my 
job. Bringing the dead ones along into the future is very moving and touching to me. Thank you very much. 
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Noticing the warning signs
My family, like many others is affected by mental illness and we’ve had to learn the warning signs that something is about to happen, that something is 
wrong. We’re had to learn how to notice the silent cries from someone who is trying to hide their pain and fears. This is something my family has had 
to learn to deal with. Your words reminded me of the value of these messages and signals and the importance of recognising them. It’s like a collective 
intuition. Hearing you describe your community’s skills in noticing warning signs brought a sense of strength to me. It reminds me of the importance  
of picking up and hearing those silent cries. And it reminds me that our ability to notice these warning signs shows the closeness of individuals.  
Thank you. 

Horses are my heroes too
Thank you for sharing your stories about riding through hard times. I was bullied at school and being around horses helped me through. When I was 
with my horses I could forget about my worries. Now, when things get overwhelming at work, I look out the window for the horses. Being around 
horses taught me a lot. I learnt how to switch off and control my hurt and anger. The horses would have sensed if I was upset, and would not have 
responded, so I had to learn to control my feelings. I also learned how to communicate with horses. I watch their body language. If their ears are back, 
tail swinging and are showing their teeth, they are not happy. I first learned skills of how to be with horses from my mother. She introduced me to 
horses. She has been around horses for 40 years and taught herself how to ride. My Mum appreciates how varied horses are like people. Horses have 
their own stories. Like people, they have their own histories. Some have been abused and need to be shown a lot of care. I have worked with horses 
that have been mistreated and misunderstood. Being bullied at school had a profound effect on me. I am sharing this story because even if the world 
feels like crap and the world seems like it has nothing to offer, I have learned that things sometimes aren’t that bad. Horses have helped me learn this. 
In tough times I have turned to the horses. I would love to help kids get through tough times using horses. I would love to start a ‘Horse for Hope’ 
program. Thank you for sharing your stories about riding through tough times. If I am on the back of a horse I am happy. And hearing about your 
stories reminded me of this. It reminded me of my horses. 

Still caring and taking action
I used to work in Hermannsburg about 11 or 12 years ago. This was the time when petrol sniffing was terrible and many people died. These stories 
reminded me of the ways that people in the community got together and organised ways to stop petrol sniffing. They built a women’s centre.  
I remember the opening ceremony. There were dancers and celebrations. The people of Hermannsburg managed to put things in place. It meant a lot to 
hear the stories about showing love and care. That’s how some of the problems were solved. Young people were taken out to outstations and they had 
people to care for them. It’s so good to hear that people in Hermannsburg are still going ahead with things that started way back then. The people are 
still caring and taking action.  

A letter from the USA
When I was hearing your story about showing love and care, I was remembering the young people I know who use drink and drugs. I know young 
people who lost a good friend in car accident. Many of them began to smoke marihuana together in the months that followed and their smoking 
continues to this day four years later. They smoke so frequently that it has got in the way of them becoming men. I appreciated the story about showing 
love and care, because it reminded me that what we can give them is love and care in order to strengthen their hearts. After hearing your story I knew 
that I would return from my community and these young men, much freer to give them love and care. In my community in California, USA, and in 
my family, sometimes the idea that we must be tough about this drug use leads us to treat these young men with a lot of judgment and gets us to be 
hard with them. This idea made we mothers feel guilty about giving love and care to our own sons. It invited us to be distant and suspicious. Your 
story gave me the memory that what has helped me to get through grief and loss is the love and care of my mother and grandmother and the love and 
care of many mothers. And I know now that when I return to these young men, we mothers will give them love and care so that there hearts will be 
strengthened too. Thank you very much. 
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Responses from Hermannsburg
It makes us proud to know that our stories are now helping other people. We know that other people also go through a lot of things, and it’s good to 
know that our stories are now touching other people’s hearts. Other people are hearing our stories and so they are deciding to share their own, like that 
young woman from Kintore. We have a special message we would like to send to her: 
Thank you for sharing your story. We heard that you might paint your story. It would be good if you could paint it. It would show how you feel, what you 
know and what you are going to become in the future. Your painting would also send a message to other people, especially those who can’t understand 
English. Your painting would be a good logo for your story. It was a good story. We look forward to seeing your painting some day.’ 
Now our stories are travelling. They have touched people in different countries. We really liked the stories that came back to us from different places. 
They are sharing their stories and somehow our story has got bigger. 

From the south

From the north

And here to the centre

Now our stories have gone all over

From hot country to cold country

From desert

Across seas

Our stories

Good stories

They’ve gone all over.

Hoping to hear from you
These are just some of the special stories from the people of Ntaria/Hermannsburg. We hope that these stories will be of assistance to those in other 
communities who have also experienced losses and are going through hard times. If they are helpful to you, we would very much like to hear from you. 
We would like to hear your stories. 



Yirrkala

Port Augusta

Ntaria / Hermannsburg

Gunyangara
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Part Two

Creating storylines: 

What is it about these stories that ‘make spirits strong’?  
And how did these stories come to be? 
David Denborough, Barbara Wingard & Cheryl White

During 2008, a team from the Dulwich Centre Foundation visited Ntaria/Hermannsburg2. Local health workers and cultural advisors3 organised an initial 
meeting which took place in a room adjoining one of the community shops. After introductions and welcomes, a map of Australia was drawn up on the 
wall and a story was told. 
This particular story began some years back, when we were asked to meet with members of the Port Augusta Aboriginal community in South Australia 
who were going through ‘too many losses, too many deaths, and too much grief’. At this meeting in Port Augusta, we listened carefully to how 
community members were responding to these losses, what was most important to them, what special skills and knowledges were being used, and 
we especially tried to learn about the histories of these special skills and special knowledges. With permission, we took some notes in order to turn 
what had been spoken into a written document. The following day, a small ceremony was held in which this document was read back to all those who 
had contributed to it. We asked for feedback on this draft and then added some further stories until this document found its final shape and was given 
its name: ‘Responding to so many losses: The special skills and knowledge of the Port Augusta Aboriginal Community’ (see Denborough, Koolmatrie, 
Mununggirritj, Marika, Dhurrkay, & Yunupingu, 2006). Having told this story, we asked the community representatives of Ntaria whether they would like 
to hear this document from Port Augusta, and they said that they would, so some parts of it were read aloud. They were received with a quiet reverence. 
We then explained that this document had already travelled all the way from Port Augusta up to Yirrkala and Gunyangara at the tip of Arnhem Land in 
the Northern Territory. We explained that the people of Port Augusta wanted to share the stories of their skills and knowledge in dealing with hard times 
with members of other Aboriginal communities. We described how the Yolgnu people up north had also been going through difficult times, how they so 
appreciated hearing from the people of Port Augusta, and how this began a process of sharing stories between communities. Over the course of a year, 
many stories were shared. So many, that they were eventually gathered together in a collection entitled These stories are like a healing, like a medicine: 
The special skills and knowledge of the Aboriginal communities of Port Augusta, Yirrkala & Gunyangara (Dulwich Centre Foundation, 2006). We then 
marked Port Augusta, Yirrkala, and Gunyangara on the map of Australia and drew lines representing the pathways that the stories had travelled so far. 
At this point, one of the community representatives from Ntaria spoke out and said: 
Well it’s about time that you’ve come to the centre of Australia! These stories have come from the south. And they’ve come from the north.  
Now it’s time to add stories from the centre of Australia. Ntaria is right in the middle of these storylines.
And so, Ntaria/Hermannsburg was also drawn onto the map. And yes, it was right in the centre of the storylines. 
This was the starting point for how the stories in this document, ‘Yia Marra’ came to be. From the very beginning, residents in Ntaria spoke their stories 
into this particular context. There was a reason for sharing: 
The story first started in Port Augusta and then it went right up to Arnhem Land and then it came to Central. We decided to do our story. It touched 
our hearts so then we wanted to share our story with them. A few people started and then it grew bigger. It has travelled now to people from other 
countries. 
The act of sharing these stories was in order to contribute to a broader social project involving other communities. The stories that were shared, 
documented, and re-told, are particular sorts of stories. These are stories about special cultural skills and knowledge that are being put to use in 
responding to some of the current difficulties facing Aboriginal communities. They are, in the words of those from Hermannsburg, ‘Yia Marra: good 
stories that make spirits strong.’ 
But what is it about these stories that make the spirit strong? And what is it about the stories from Port Augusta and Arnhem Land that brought senior 
elder, Djuwalpi Marika, to describe them as ‘like a healing, like a medicine’?
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What is it about these stories that ‘make spirits strong’?
Here we will describe twelve key characteristics of these stories. We believe each of these characteristics contribute to why these stories are 
experienced as ‘healing’ and as ‘strengthening of the spirit’. 

(i) Double-stories
Significantly, these are ‘double-stories’ (White, 2004). They are stories that convey not only some of the profound hardships being faced by those living 
in rural and remote Aboriginal communities, but also how people are responding to these hardships, what is precious to them, how they are protecting 
this, what skills and knowledge they are using to do so, and where these traditions of care come from. 

(ii) The problem is the problem 
With these stories, problems are always located externally to people. The person/group/community is not the problem, the problem is the problem.  
This is an externalising ethic (White 1988/89; 2007). A clear example is the way in which ‘the grog’ is described in various stories: ‘Grog can bring 
nastiness. It will make people swear. When there is grog in people’s stomachs it can be mean.’

(iii) Honouring particular, cultural knowledge and worldviews  
Particular, cultural knowledge is highlighted and acknowledged within the Yia Marra stories. This includes the significance of certain dreams, imagery, 
signals, and signs in preparing for and responding to grief and loss. Paulo Freire (1973) described that any ‘programme which fails to respect the 
particular view of the world held by the people … constitutes cultural invasion, good intentions not withstanding’ (p. 68). These stories seek not only to 
respect the particular view of the world, but to reflect it, and re-present it in evocative and resonant ways9.

(iv) Using a language of the senses  
In ‘rescuing’4 words and phrases from the spoken realm in order to place these in writing, particular attention is paid to vivid visual imagery and other 
descriptions that relate to the senses. For example: 
This country is really quiet. If you are quiet you just hear the birds and the wind, and, of course, the dingoes at night.
Falling stars are also a signal … the signal star is a bright green star.
When we catch a horse we might still fill our cowboy hat with water and use this to give the water to the horse.
Evocative descriptions such as these bring stories to life.

(v) Unity in diversity
This collection of stories includes a diversity of voices – from children, young people, adults, and grandparents, and also a diversity of themes and 
experiences. And yet, a sense of unity and common purpose is also evoked. There is a deliberate weaving of individual and collective voice which 
contributes to an ‘invention of unity in diversity’ (Freire, 1994, p. 157). Phrases such as ‘many of us’ and ‘some of of us’ avoid generalisations, while 
simultaneously provide a sense of common ground.

(vi) Recognition
The Yia Marra stories belong to the people of Ntaria/Hermannsburg, so it’s vital that those who contributed them recognise their own words and their 
own ways of speaking. Ensuring that people are able to recognise the rhythm of their speech in the written word can also be significant. Here’s an 
example of the rhythm of the spoken word translated onto the page: 
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There are many different skills you have to learn to be at the rodeo. First, you have to prepare, to get ready. You sit straight in the saddle. Sit tight. And 
you watch the horse, just waiting for the gate to open. When you are in the shoot, you don’t have to hurry. You can take your time and stay calm. Once 
the gate opens it’s all about reflexes. You’ve got to be quick in the saddle and just listen for the siren. You’ve got to stay focused, not get distracted from 
the goal.
The question of recognition is more complex than it sounds. The stories from Ntaria/Hermannsburg were spoken and written in English, not Arrente 
which is the local people’s first language5. What’s more, they have been written in conventional Australian English not Aboriginal English (Moore, 2008). 
This is deliberate, as the aim is for these stories to be resonant not only for the local community but also for other communities (Aboriginal and  
non-Aboriginal) with quite different ways of speaking (see ‘Stories speaking inward and outward’ below).

(vii) Told in a ‘third voice’
Each story is written in the voice of those who initially told it (whether this was an individual or group), but conveys all of the information that 
was developed through conversation and interaction with team members6. Team members are active in asking questions to learn more about the 
particularities of skills and knowledge and about the social and cultural history of these. The stories are then written to include all the information that 
has been generated through conversation. This creates a far richer telling than would otherwise be possible.

(viii) Making links between different spheres of life and learning 
Within the stories in the Yia Marra collection, there are many examples of how knowledge and skills derived in one realm of life can be applied in other 
spheres of life. In the process, rich metaphors are evoked: 
All these skills of preparing, practicing, sitting straight, staying calm, being quick in the saddle and staying focused, they are all skills we need in life … 
The skills of riding can be skills for life … There is a long history of our people riding through tough times.
Our people have had to learn how to get through the hot and dry … When families and communities are having very hard times they also take shelter. 
And there are ways that people try to help each other like passing the hat with water …
The process of interweaving knowledge from one sphere of life to another is particularly significant when it enables people to draw upon the rich 
vocabulary they have in one realm (horse riding, dealing with extreme weather) and translate this into other spheres of life (ways of addressing family 
troubles or social strife) about which they may speak less often. 

(ix) Intimate, insider-knowledge
When listening to these sorts of stories, there are moments when it is clear that what is being conveyed could only be known by someone who has 
personal insider-knowledge (Epston, 1999, 2008) of a particular situation. These are not grand statements, these are intimate sharings:
We didn’t promise her that we were going to give up (the grog) for ever. And my husband didn’t promise his father either, because we were not sure 
whether we would be able to keep such a promise. It’s no good people making promises before they are strong enough. If you make promises that you 
can’t keep, this can make you sicker. The grog was like a rope we had been holding onto. We were not sure what would happen if we let it go.
Including intimate descriptions of insider-knowledge provides a sense of company, a sense of solidarity that more distant expressions  
can not achieve. 

(x) Time travelling – traversing generations  
These stories consistently traverse the generations. This is true not only because stories are from grandparents, parents, children, and grandchildren, 
but also because community members are consistently invited to see themselves and their actions through the eyes of ancestry (see White, 1988),  
or through the eyes of generations yet to come: 
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If the stockmen from back then could see us now, if they could see the troubles that came to our people, and then see how we are trying to use horses 
to find our way back, I think they’d be very pleased. They’d probably say: ‘How did they learn to ride a horse?’ I guess they’d realise that the skills had 
been passed on down the generations. And they’d probably be really pleased if we won the rodeo!
In traversing generations, stories often emphasise a sense of cultural transmission: 
The old people taught us about these signals, these signs. They told us about them before they died. Now we’ve passed this knowledge onto the 
younger ones.
There is a long history of our people riding horses through tough times. We’re trying to continue this now and pass it on to the young ones.
These sorts of cross-generational themes give the listener a sense of travelling across time.

(xi) Neither victim-centred nor heroic
People in these stories are not described passively as victims. They are all taking action, they are all actively responding to any difficulties or hardships 
which they are facing. At the same time, the descriptions are also not ‘heroic’. Stories are included about the mixed effects that people’s actions have 
had upon others:
When we were on the grog I never thought about my children. We only thought of ourselves. We’d spend all the kids’ money on the grog. But once we 
let go of the rope, we started to support the kids and they started to support us …
There are also descriptions of people who have not got all of their life together, but who still make valuable contributions to the lives of others: 
My father used to drink but all the time he would say to me, ‘Don’t get like me. Live a good way. Live another way. Don’t drink’. I listened to him.  
I knew it was important.
Although my Mum drank, she was also a strong woman who would visit people in the hospital and this made her stronger. I kept in mind I didn’t want 
to follow the drinking steps of my mother but I always honour how she cared for others.
The Yia Marra collection provides neither victim-centred nor heroic accounts of life. This makes it possible for everyday people to recognise themselves 
and their loved ones within these stories. Significantly, this recognition can take place without having to romanticise or deny aspects of experience.

(xii) Themes which convey multiple sentiments
Lives are complex and, at times, people tell stories that simultaneously convey more than one sentiment, and that move beyond either/or descriptions 
of life. A number of themes in the Ntaria document vividly demonstrate this. For instance, one theme conveys what would appear to be contradictory 
skills – ‘Supporting each other and knowing when to keep a distance’, and yet upon reflection it is clear that both these actions involve skills of caring 
for relationships. Another theme, ‘Keeping faith in two cultures’ eloquently provides a pathway to honour traditional Aboriginal culture and Christianity: 
‘These two faiths are like two mountains that are joined. We cannot separate them now … We thank God and we thank our ancestors for this’. Themes 
like these that convey multiple sentiments have the potential to provide acknowledgement to people with a diversity of experiences without alienating 
others. They convey a generosity of spirit which in turn can ‘make spirits strong’. 
These are just some of the key characteristics of the Yia Marra collection. It would be possible to describe many others2. Later on, we will discuss what 
it is that these sorts of stories and the process of telling and re-telling them can achieve. But first, we’ll consider how these stories came to be. 

How did these stories come to be?
We began this paper by describing the initial meeting that took place in Ntaria/Hermannsburg. Once the community representatives decided that they 
wished to contribute their stories, a process began in which individuals and groups started to speak about how their skills and knowledges were similar 
and/or different to the stories they had heard from Port Augusta and Arnhem Land. This was the starting point. The stories from elsewhere were the 
spark8. It was then a matter of team members contributing to the generation of richly-told stories. 
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Generating themes
The stories conveyed within the Yia Marra collection illuminate key themes which are of significant value to the residents of Ntaria. Paulo Freire (1973) 
called these ‘generative themes’ (p. 69). An example of a ‘generative theme’ from the Ntaria residents is ‘showing love and care’. This is a phrase of 
considerable resonance to a number of community members. Once it had been identified, team members then acted alongside community members 
as ‘co-investigators’ (Freire, 1973, p. 78) to ‘understand the theme in its richness, its significance, its plurality, its transformations … and its historical 
composition …’ (Freire, 1973, p. 69). In doing so, we learned about:

•    the current social significance of this theme (‘You can’t force people to stop drinking or sniffing.’ / ‘We have to strengthen people’s hearts and the 
best way to do this is by showing love and care.’)

•    the practices associated with this theme (‘We might say calmly, “The grog is making you a bad friend”.’ / ‘I used to say calmly to my son, “I am the 
one who brought you into the world. You’ve got to listen to me”.’)

•    the social effects of these practices (‘Then you become trusted.’ / ‘It is so much better when people have a place to go to find kindness.’)

•    and the social history or historical composition of this theme (‘I saw this from my father and mother.’ / ‘During the mission days …’).

Other generative themes that Ntaria community members described include ‘keeping spirits strong’, ‘giving thanks’, ‘trying hard to find a future’, 
‘protecting our children’, and so on. 
As the co-investigation, or co-research (Epston, 2001), takes place, it is as if a ‘thematic universe’ (Freire, 1973, p. 81) is revealed: ‘The participants of 
the thematic investigation circles externalise a series of sentiments and opinions about themselves, the world, and others, that perhaps they would not 
express under different circumstances’ (Freire, 1973, p. 89).
By richly documenting these themes and creating contexts by which they can be re-told, performed and sung, this ‘thematic universe’ is ‘re-presented’9 
in ways that are richly resonant. This in turn sparks new memories, new thoughts, and new associations which can support further social actions. 

Moving between the informal and the ceremonial and between the individual and the collective
The process of generating and re-telling the Yia Marra stories has involved moving between the informal and the ceremonial, as well as moving 
between the individual and collective. Residents of Ntaria first spoke their stories in a variety of informal contexts: leaning over the bonnet of a 4-wheel 
drive, standing looking out over the local cemetery, sitting around at an oasis, or inside a Landcruiser driving through country. Sometimes people 
spoke alone, while at other times the stories emerged gradually during group conversations. Individuals were never put on the spot, questions did 
not hone into individual experience, and rarely was there direct eye contact in the initial telling. When draft versions were brought back to be re-told, 
this occurred in more collective settings. And when ‘final’ versions were agreed upon, the stories were re-told in more formal ‘ceremonial’ contexts, 
including an international conference in Adelaide to hundreds of people. The process continually moves between informal and ceremonial settings and 
between the individual and collective (see also White, 2003). 

Differing mediums of expression
The process has also involved moving between the spoken word, the written word, the read, and the sung. We have traversed many different cultural 
mediums of expression. 

The process began by reading stories from other communities out loud. Local stories were then spoken in response. Simultaneously, notes were 
taken which were later edited within the written word. And then these written stories were read aloud in small ceremonies. Every so often, a number 
of themes were combined into lyrics and melody so that these could be sung together. Recordings of the stories were then made in writing, and in the 
spoken word and music (on CD). Each of these different mediums – the spoken, the written, the read, and the sung – has its own richness. Each offers 
experiences that the others do not. Moving between them seems to significantly contribute to the generation of rich stories and richly told lives.
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Practices of respect and listening for people’s will to speak 

Reflections from Barbara Wingard 
In all of our work, we take care to ensure that people can tell their stories in ways that make them stronger (Wingard & Lester, 2001). 
To do this, we try to make it possible for people to speak about what is important to them in their lives. We don’t want to put people on 
the spot, so rather than trying to draw people out, or ask direct questions, we instead create contexts in which people can speak without 
shame. By sharing stories from another community first, this creates a context for speaking with pride about ways of dealing with 
difficult issues. Having shared stories from elsewhere, we leave enough room for silence and then listen for people’s will to speak. 

Once we hear a story about someone’s skill of knowledge, then we ask where does that skill of knowledge come from? Who did you 
learn this from? Where did this come from in your family? Who passed on this knowledge to you? Often, I will then ask a further 
question: And who do you think they learned this from? This traces the history back a further generation. It makes the stories richer and 
stronger. 

If someone is hesitant about sharing a particular story, then this could be due to shame, or it may be that they are not ready to share 
that particular story at this time. We don’t push or encourage people to tell stories they are not ready to share. Instead, we might simply 
say, ‘Our lives are full of many stories. Maybe the other stories could be shared next time’. 

We always ask permission to take notes and after the person has finished speaking, we then read their story back to them. This gives 
a person the chance to say what they appreciate about the story and/or to make any changes. It’s really important to us to always 
check whether people are happy with the ways in which their stories have been recorded, and if they are willing to share their special 
knowledge and skills with others.

These are some of the practices of respect that are involved in people telling stories of pride (Wingard, 2002). 

Other considerations in relation to the process of generating these sorts of stories have been described elsewhere (Denborough 2008; Denborough, 
Koolmatrie, Mununggirritj, Marika, Dhurrkay, & Yunupingu, 2006). Rather than repeat these here, we will instead consider four key hopes that underpin 
these ways of working.

Four key hopes
In order to more fully convey the purpose of the Yia Marra stories and the process of generating them, telling them, and performing them, the following 
four hopes seem significant: 

•   To create a ‘usable past’

•   To generate a ‘heritage of resistance’ 

•   For the stories to speak inwards and outwards

•   To enable and acknowledge contribution.
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To create a ‘usable past’
The process of collective documentation influences the collective memory of a group/community. Eliciting the principles, skills, and knowledge that are 
significant to community members, tracing the histories of these, and then re-telling, documenting, singing, and performing stories about this produces 
a particular form of ‘social memory’ (Popular Memory Group, 1998, p. 78). This social or shared memory links the actions of those in the present to 
the actions of those in the past. Significantly, this does not generate a nostalgic vision of the past, one that is separate from the actions or dilemmas 
of the present. Instead, these stories start in the present and then travel backwards. They historicise the skills, values, and knowledges that are being 
used to respond to current hardship10. In doing so, this method of historicising can play a part in ‘creating a usable past’ (Wertsch, 2002, p. 45). The 
past becomes more available to draw upon in order to sustain present efforts. Remembering is a ‘form of action’ (Wertsch, 2002, p. 17). When what 
is collectively remembered are the ancestral contributions to current responses to social suffering, this form of remembrance can be ‘like a medicine’. 
What’s more, this ‘usable past’ then provides a foundation for further action in the present. A rich ‘textual heritage’11 provides the basis for many 
more responses to current hardship, and the creation of many more stories. This process of creating a ‘usable past’ may be particularly significant in 
circumstances in which communities are being told by outsiders that their past is a burden, an obstacle to engaging with the ‘real’ mainstream world. 

To generate a ‘heritage of resistance’
In circumstances of generational inequity, injustice, and social suffering, community members often know all too well that their individual actions alone 
cannot guarantee the changes they would like to see. They may also be aware that the social changes they long for may not occur in their lifetime. 
These situations call for a particular sort of story ‘to make spirits strong’. Sharon Welch (1990) has described a number of elements that she believes 
are ‘essential to maintain resistance in the face of overwhelming odds’ (p. 20). These include a ‘redefinition of responsible action’ and a ‘grounding in 
community’: 

Responsible action does not mean one individual resolving the problems of others. It is, rather, participation in a communal work, laying the 
groundwork for the creative response of people in the present and in the future. Responsible action means changing what can be altered in the 
present even though a problem is not completely resolved. Responsible action provides partial resolutions and the inspiration and conditions 
for further partial resolution by others. It is sustained and enabled by participation in a community of resistance. (Welch, 1990, p. 75)

This collection of stories from Ntaria provides a ‘community of resistance’ based on such notions of responsible action. These stories represent what 
Sharon Welch describes as ‘a heritage of resistance’ (Welch, 1990, p. 75), a heritage that is conveyed and transmitted with each re-telling. 

Sharon Welch also describes that within contexts of potentially overwhelming odds, one of the basic requirements for community members to 
contribute to ‘further work for justice is the creation and maintenance of self-respect in the face of people and institutions who violate an individual’s, 
a people’s sense of self worth’ (Welch, 1990, p. 76). The Yia Marra stories and the ceremonies within which they are performed provide powerful 
definitions of self/collective-respect. 

For the stories to speak inward and outward
As mentioned earlier, the Yia Marra stories have been deliberately written and represented in ways that are likely to be resonant not only to those 
who spoke them, but also to others in the same community, those in far away communities who may be going through similar hardship, and also 
those who are living vastly different sorts of lives. This is significant because it means the audiences to these stories can be diverse. Hilde Lindemann 
Nelson (2001) has described that in order to for the identities and experiences of marginalised groups to be transformed, it is also necessary for the 
perceptions (and actions) of dominant groups to be altered12. Richly told ‘counter stories’ (Nelson, 2001) from rural and remote Aboriginal communities 
have the potential to alter the perceptions of mainstream Australia. They have the potential to dislodge the pathologising and problem-saturated 
accounts that are pervasive within the media and popular imagination. This can have significant implications, as Nelson describes: 

If the dominant group, moved by the counterstory, sees subordinates as developed moral agents, it may be less inclined to deprive them of the 
opportunity to enjoy valuable roles, relationships and goods. (2001, p. 7) 

The Yia Marra stories have already been shared within international forums13 and with politicians. They are stories that speak both inward and outward. 
They can be seen as ‘narrative acts of insubordination’14 (Nelson, 2001, p. 8).
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To enable and acknowledge contribution
One of the key reasons why these sorts of stories are experienced as ‘like a healing, like a medicine’ is because they are generated, told, and re-told in 
contexts that enable and acknowledge mutual contribution. The people of Hermannsburg expressed appreciation towards the Port Augusta and Arnhem 
Land communities for sharing their stories with them. This in turn sparked a determination to speak of their own responses to hardship, knowing that 
stories of their skills and knowledge would then be shared with others who are going through similar difficulties. Community members hoped that their 
hard-won knowledge would offer something of significance to others15.

At the same time, the stories that residents of Ntaria began to tell consistently acknowledged the contributions that others (ancestors, family members, 
children, spiritual traditions) have made to the development of their skills, values, and identities. This is a multi-layered linking of mutual contributions, 
and it provides a sense of connection, solidarity, grace, and momentum. 

The Yia Mara collection ends with a message sent by the people of Hermannsburg to the counsellors of Ibuka in Rwanda, with whom the Dulwich 
Centre Foundation works in partnership. The counsellors of Ibuka are themselves survivors of the 1994 genocide and who are supporting other 
survivors in Rwanda. In time, the workers of Ibuka will send messages back to the people of Ntaria. In this day and age, it is possible to enable resonant 
contributions to be made between peoples in vastly different parts of the world (see Denborough, Freedman, & White, 2008).

Enabling contribution seems all the more significant in the context of the mainstream depictions of rural and remote Aboriginal communities which 
paint solely negative and problematic pictures. Let us hope that the skills, knowledge, grace, determination, hopes, and values that shine throughout the 
Yia Marra stories will one day be present in mainstream media depictions of life on Aboriginal communities. 

When communities are facing the effects of multi-generational neglect, racism, dispossession and/or colonisation, building a sense of hopefulness, 
pride, and reclamation is significant. Enabling community members, and indeed entire communities, to make contributions to others who are also 
enduring hardship can play a key part in this. 

‘Somehow our story has got bigger’: What these stories can make possible
The residents of Ntaria have described what the Yia Marra stories and people’s responses to these stories have meant to them: 

Now we are bringing the old people’s stories forward. These are important stories that were given to us. They are stories of our history. We are carrying 
them. Sometimes the stories might not be our own someone else may have told them – but we are all carrying them. We are all bringing the stories 
forward now. The stories may be small. Or they may be stories from the past that have been untold. All these stories bring pride. We are proud to bring 
the old people with us. And the stories are getting stronger now. We really liked the stories that came back to us from different places. We are sharing 
our stories, and other people are sharing theirs. Somehow our story has got bigger. (Collective response during meeting in Ntaria, 23 March 2009)

These sorts of stories and the process of telling them, documenting them, performing them in song and ceremony, and then exchanging messages 
between communities, can provide a great deal to those community members who are trying to take action to address current difficulties. This process 
provides a chance for community members to identify:

•   the values and principles that are particularly significant to them

•   the skills and knowledges of life that they and others are using to respond to the predicaments the community is facing

•   the histories of these principles and skills and how these are linked to social, familial, community, and cultural traditions

•   how skills and knowledge from certain spheres of life can be engaged with to address current struggles. 

What is more, the process enables community members to make contributions to each other and to those in other communities who are experiencing 
similar social suffering. 

As others in the community come to hear the stories as they are circulated via CD, via paper, and via word of mouth, a momentum starts to build. 
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Others wish to contribute their stories, or stories from their families. An interweaving of contributions from different generations, and different families 
begins to take place. As this occurs, these stories offer a source of pride, rather than shame, honouring rather than degradation, and connection rather 
than division. They provide community members with renewed narrative resources to put to work in their own lives and the life of their community. As 
the residents of Ntaria describe, ‘Somehow our story has got bigger’. 

This process does not involve outsiders determining what would be appropriate solutions to current community predicaments. Instead, it involves 
creating contexts in which community members can put into story the ways in which they are already responding to present difficulties, the values 
these responses are based upon, and who contributed to these values. A process of telling, re-telling, documentation, song, and ceremony, then 
generates a rich textual heritage which in turn enables further action. 

It is significant to mention again that the collection of stories included here is not complete. There are many other themes which are significant to the 
residents of Ntaria that will also be good to include in these storylines – these may include the joys of sports, considerations of violence and ways in 
which people are dealing with these, the significance of the Finke River and river metaphors, and special skills people are using to deal with conflict 
between families. There are many other stories still to be told and shared between communities: good stories that make spirits stronger – Yia Marra.

Now we need to thank the people who first shared their stories with us – the people of Port Augusta and Arnhem 

Land. We would like to thank them very much for sharing their words with us, for opening their hearts to us. 

Their stories came first. The story first started in Port Augusta and went straight up to Arnhem Land. Then it 

came to Central Australia. We had lost so many in our families, especially in the big car accident and the whole 

community felt sad. We’d lost loved ones and we were all in sadness. We didn’t have anyone to tell our stories to 

until their stories came. We heard their stories and they touched our hearts. Then we decided to do our story. We 

wanted to share our story with them and with other communities. A few people started doing their stories and 

then it grew bigger. Now our stories have gone all over. It was really generous of those people in Port Augusta to 

tell us about how they were dealing with so many losses. Please pass our thanks onto them. 

For more information
If you would like more information about how these stories, messages and songs were generated, please contact Barbara Wingard or David 
Denborough at the Dulwich Centre Foundation, email: dulwich@dulwichcentre.com.au / www.dulwichcentre.com.au / phone: (61) 8 8223 3966.
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Notes
1 ‘Grog’ is another word for alcohol. 

2  This team consisted of Barbara Wingard, Cheryl White, David Denborough, and Marni Sather. Jill Freedman, from the Evanston Family Therapy Center, was also a part of the team on a 
later visit. We had been invited to Ntaria through the Division of General Practice (NT) and the Western Arrernte Health Aboriginal Corporation (WAHAC).

3   Mildred Inkamala. Wally Nalbunka, Carl Inkamala, Nerissa Meneri, Larissa Meneri,  Bob Durnan, Nazlin Remtulla, Jeff Brownscombe, Nadine Thomas, Dave Beveridge, Christine Munday 
and Kelly-lee Hickey all played particularly significant roles. 

4   We liken the process of listening carefully to the spoken word and then documenting particular aspects of this in writing as ‘rescuing the said from the saying of it’ (Geertz, 1993, p. 20). 
Michael White introduced this concept into the field of narrative therapy. 

5 The exception is within the song ‘Strong people, strong hearts / Yia nhnaha ilkuta kgninama’ which is sung in both English and Arrente. 

6  This method of working and documenting can be likened to the ‘third voice’ that Barbara Myerhoff, the American anthropologist, was exploring in the later years of her life. As Marc 
Kaminsky (1992) explains: ‘She (Barbara Myerhoff) wished to find a way of editing the tales so that everything she knew about them would be ‘invisibly’ embedded in the tales, through 
the editing: the tales would be presented without .. [any] framing discourse ….’ (p. 13). 

7  For instance, Barbara Myerhoff (2007) describes these sorts of local stories as ‘sacred’ not in a religious sense but ‘by virtue of embeddedness and rich association’ (p.185). For 
considerations of ‘the sacred’ in community work practice see also Waldegrave, Tamasese, Tuhaka, & Campbell, (2003).  

8  The process of sparking conversations through sharing stories between communities is described in more detail in Denborough, Koolmatrie, Mununggirritj, Marika, Dhurrkay, & 
Yunupingu (2006).

9  This is somewhat different to a traditional Freirean approach which would re-represent generative themes ‘as a problem’ (Freire, 1973, p. 81) for the community to grapple with. 

10 This can be also described as altering the ‘past-present relation’ (Popular Memory Group, 1998, p. 78). 

11 The term ‘textual heritage’ was proposed by Lowenthal (1994) as quoted in Wertsch (2002, p. 62)

12  Hilde Lindemann Nelson (2001) describes that ‘To be optimally successful, a counterstory must be culturally digestible and widely circulated, taken up not only by those who are on the 
receiving end of abusive power arrangements, but also by those who have benefited from those arrangements’ (p. 151).

13  As representatives from Ntaria, Mildred Inkamala, Carl Inkamala, Wally Malbunka and Nerissa Meneri offered a keynote address at the 9th International Narrative Therapy and 
Community Work Conference in Adelaide which was attended by practitioners from a wide diversity of countries. 

14  The work of Hilde Lindemann Nelson is also relevant in that she describes the ‘narrative damage’ that occurs as a result of oppression: 

Oppression is capable of inflicting damage on the identities of subgroups, and through them, on the individuals members of the group. Exploitation can impose the ‘servant’ 
identity’ on a group of people, and the stories by which that identity is constructed can change their shape to accommodate individuals who refuse to be exploited: they aren’t team 
players, they lack a work ethic, they have a chip on their shoulders. Marginalization can label people as worthless, and since identities are narratively constructed in part around 
people’s social roles, being denied access to many such roles unfairly limits who a person can hope to be. Powerlessness identified groups of people as neither respectable nor 
worthy of respect, and where this identity is contested, that very contestations can be figured as a further indication that the person is disreputable. Cultural imperialism insists on 
conformity to the norms of the master narratives that constitute the dominant group’s identity, setting the standards for who people must be. And violence can shatter a person’s 
identity at the same time as it destroys the trust in others that is crucial for constructing the forward-looking stories that constitute the person’s understanding of who she now can 
be. (p. 112)

  Hilde Lindemann Nelson (2001) also proposes that well chosen and developed counter-stories have the potential to dislodge ‘oppressive master narratives’ and in so doing contribute 
not only to ‘narrative repair’ but also to justice

15 For more information about this process, see Denborough (2008),  Denborough, Koolmatrie, Mununggirritj, Marika, Dhurrkay, & Yunupingu (2006).
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