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Felicity Meakins assisting Gurindji ranger 
Helma Bernard to record interviews with 
Paddy Doolak and other local elders 
describing the early history of the area 
[Photos: Brenda L Croft]

“STORIES RECORDED ARE STORIES NOT FORGOTTEN.”

language 
ON THE LINED 

Like much of the rest of Australia, the 1860s was a 
particularly brutal time in the history of the Gurindji 
people from the Northern Territory’s Victoria River 
District, approximately 900 kilometres south of Darwin.

Eyewitness accounts of massacres – including details of 
the Gurindji resistance and names of the non-Indigenous 
perpetrators – have been passed down verbally through 
several generations. However, formally documenting 
these oral histories has not always reflected the detail 
of the stories, with most previous accounts depicted in 
either Kriol or pidgin English. 

“As neither of these are the Gurindji people’s first 
language, this has meant that stories were often halting 
and fragmented, requiring intense interrogation to be 
understood,” says Dr Felicity Meakins from the School 
of Languages and Comparative Cultural Studies.

Having previously written a Gurindji dictionary with 
her colleague, Erika Charola from Monash University, 
Dr Meakins is well prepared to redress the lack of 
awareness of this vital aspect of Australia’s Indigenous 
history.

“We are now publishing a book for the general public 
that will feature historical accounts in Gurindji and 
English, with maps and full-colour photos of the sites, 
plus artistic responses to the stories by Gurindji artists,” 
Dr Meakins says.

Her work is helping preserve the Gurindji language 
and perspective, even down to the Gurindji division 
of historical periods, and has required visits to the 
massacre sites with local elders, recording stories 
associated with these places, translating the stories into 
English, and conducting background research using old 
police day-books, newspaper archives and memoirs 

from early settlers. The project is collaborating with 
Gurindji photographer Brenda L Croft (UNSW), former 
Indigenous curator at the National Gallery of Australia.

It’s a process Dr Meakins believes is well worthwhile: as 
she says, stories recorded are stories not forgotten.

“Gurindji elders have a desire for their knowledge of their 
country’s colonisation to be passed down to current 
Gurindji generations,” she says. 

“They also believe it is important for non-Indigenous 
people to know what happened in this area of the 
Northern Territory.

“We hope these little-known stories about white 
colonisation will become more widely known so they 
will never be repeated, and that our country’s diverse 
heritage will continue through the preservation of the 
Gurindji language.

“After all, it’s our history on the line – and it’s through 
language that we communicate it.”
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