7.

Goodreading

BOOK REVIEW

Title:

Broken Song

Author:
Barry Hill

Publisher:
Vintage by Random House, Australia, 2003

IBN:

1 74051 229 4 (pbk)

__________________________________________


Professor "Ted" Strehlow, the subject of this book by Barry Hill, died in my arms.  It was September 1978.  I had never seen a dead person before.  


We had met in his old room at the University of Adelaide to prepare for the opening of an exhibition of his Aboriginal records and artefacts from Central Australia.  His last utterance was "Ingkaia".  This was the Aranda word for bandicoot, driven from the land by the invading rabbit introduced by the Europeans.  It was a kind of metaphor.  He was describing to me a bridal headpiece made of bandicoot tails.  But he was actually talking of the way the Europeans had disrupted the lives of the Aranda people, their society and their laws.


I will never forget the scene.  Inextricably, it links my life with his.  Strehlow was talking to me when he expired.  The event becomes the closing chapter of this huge story of a most unusual Australian life.


The journey to that moment began on the Lutheran Mission Station at Hermannsburg in Central Australia in June 1908.  Ted Strehlow was born, the son of Pastor Carl Strehlow.  He was immediately placed in the care of Aboriginal women from the mission.  Whilst the language of his home was German, the young Theodor was cradled in the Aranda language.  Only a person with this insight could connect so seemlessly with the very essence of Aboriginal existence.  His mastery of language allowed him to feel the poetry of the people, not as translation but as his own native tongue.


It was a hard growing up in a little island of Germans, as alien to the British governors as to the Aranda.  During the Great War the "Teuton Mission" was accused of intercepting defence signals passing along the overland telegraph line and of "Germanising the natives".  Carl Strehlow died soon after the war's end.


The young Strehlow took a brilliant degree at the University of Adelaide, ironically in the subject of his third language, English.  However, he was soon drawn back to the Centre.  Travelling over thousands of kilometres he collected songs, stories, photographs and film, memorabilia and artefacts.  He could never be a full member of any of the communities that claimed him - the German Lutherans, the English educators or the Aranda of his childhood.  His soul was divided.  But he was most a peace when he returned to Central Australia.  For him, "home" was the Lutheran mission.


Strehlow's Germanic devotion to detail caused him to record everything he could discover about Aboriginal rituals and secrets, poetry and songs.  Doubtless because of his linguistic ability, he was trusted as no ordinary white man would have been.  It was his use of the secrets and records that he took from the Aranda that was later to lead to accusations of betrayal.  But Strehlow was recording elements of a society then in danger of complete extinction.  It was a very paternalistic time.  


As a young man Strehlow kept hovering between his different worlds.  For the Lutherans he set about translating the Bible into Aranda.  For the Aboriginals, he continued to record their most intimate secrets.  For the British ascendancy, he pursued his daily employment as a patrol officer for the Chief Protector of Aboriginals.  The advent of the Second War exposed Strehlow to a second bout of anti-German suspicion and surveillance.  In the result, he placed increasing emphasis upon his Australian character.  He began to see his calling as a translator who would interpret the world of the Aboriginal natives to the rest of Australia but with a special feeling for the spirit of their poetry and its sounds that few, if any, other scholars could match.


In 1947, Strehlow published Aranda Traditions.  This book put him on the map as a serious scholar.  Perhaps it led him into the mistakes that were later to affront the Aranda people.  A film he displayed on his return to Hermannsburg portrayed a number of sacred objects.  The film clip caused chaos, the women rushing into the night with the children; the men angry and resentful.  It is hard for most modern Australians to understand these deep feelings.  Yet they exist in many parts of the contemporary world where the spiritual takes precedence over the secular.  


Strehlow sought to atone for his error by continuing his translations of the Songs of Central Australia.  Many of the songs were cryptic; but so is much of Shakespeare unless you know the sources that illuminate the allusions and images.


One of the deepest problems confronting the collision between Aboriginal and Western cultures at this time concerned sex.  Strehlow's father had sought to stamp out polygamy and promiscuity in native life.  This was a very Christian thing to do.  Yet for the Aboriginal mind "sex stood for life and for joy, never for filth".  Strehlow himself inherited many of his father's hang-ups.  He was horrified with the Kinsey Reports of the 1940s and 1950s.  The two civilisations looked at each other in disbelief.  Once again, Strehlow was torn between different worlds.


In 1960, Strehlow gave evidence in a case concerning an Aboriginal prisoner, Rupert Max Stuart, charged with the murder of a  young white girl.  The accused was convicted substantially on the basis of a typed confession which Strehlow said was incompatible with his knowledge of English.  His testimony caused concern to the judges.  Nonetheless, they refused to set aside the sentence of death.  But Strehlow's evidence was a major factor in securing a royal commission and the eventual commutation of Stuart's sentence of death to life imprisonment.  As Strehlow was later to tell me, the failure of the courts to offer protection to the Aboriginal accused, left him deeply disillusioned with Australian law and suspicious of its ways.


Strehlow had a rocky road in his personal life.  His first marriage of three decades broke up and he married his second wife Kathleen, who was to become his assistant and protector.  By now a Professor at the University of Adelaide, Strehlow took part in promoting the amendment to the Australian Constitution to remove provisions that discriminated against the Aboriginal people.  The Strehlows became very suspicious about what they saw as a threat that the Government would seize their precious collection of Aboriginal treasures.  Indeed, Aboriginal groups demanded the return of hundreds of sacred objects kept at the Strehlows' Adelaide home.  Things came to a head when, in 1978, the German magazine Stern published colour photographs of naked Aboriginal men in glorious headgear and body paint.  To many Aboriginals the photographs of people and objects in secret ceremonies and the fact that Strehlow had received $6,000 as an "honorarium" for the photographs, caused deep affront.  It was described as an "atom bomb".


Soon after this controversy the Australian Law Reform Commission commenced an investigation of Aboriginal customary laws in the legal system of Australia.  This was the context in which I met Strehlow and Kathleen for the first time and agreed to officiate in the exhibition of portions of the Strehlow collection at the State Library in Adelaide.  Ever torn between his different worlds, Strehlow had sometimes wanted the recognition of Aboriginal law.  Yet at other times he accepted that parts of it would not fit into a society less spiritual, more equal, less traditional.


And so we met in his room.  We talked of the bandicoot.  And he died in my arms.  


Barry Hill's book of 800 pages tells the story of Ted Strehlow's life.  The author, an accomplished poet and scholar of poetry, could not have been better chosen.  He moves with grace between the worlds of German, English and Aranda poetry.  Clearly, he feels the same obsessive passion that Ted Strehlow himself felt to write it down - and to try to convey its rhythms and meaning.  Strehlow was an odd man.  His life was marked by the intersection of distinct cultures and values.  The methodical German in him led to his great output and obsessive collections.  The Aranda in him insisted that he should record the poems and songs that he loved, lest they die out.  The English tradition of justice in Australia made him outraged at many affronts to the Aboriginal people and ultimately deeply suspicious about the reactions they would have to his publications and displays.  To the end of his life, Strehlow did not resolve these conflicts.  Barry Hill's book brilliantly explains why this was so.


The cover is haunting.  The many photographs reproduced with the text are evocative.  The index and tables are a model for a book of this kind.  It is a readable book, as few academic biographies can be.  When it is reprinted, it may be hoped that the author will add a coda that explains what happened to the Strehlow collection and how the ultimate dilemma was solved - of preserving and sharing the record of the Aboriginals of Central Australia in their first contact with modern Australia while respecting their secrets.  We are fortunate that the story of a time in transition has been so faithfully and sympathetically recorded before it became lost in change and the enveloping vastness of the Australian Red Centre.
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