The Pain and Joy of a Lost Star
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The family of David Ngoombuljarra recall their love for the actor

by Paige Taylor & Michael Bodey

Amy and Derek Sloan were beginning to think they may never have children of their own when Mrs Sloan say a government advertisement calling for foster parents.

The baby they brought home to their brick bungalow in Perth's southern suburbs was a desert Aborigine named David Starr.

Je was to become David Ngoombujarra, the striking screen talent with a career distinguished by three Australian Film Institute Awards.

Back then he was small for a 10-month-old and sickly.

Mrs Sloan, then 27, devoted herself to his health.

“We loved him so much; I would just hold him and look at him,” said Mrs Sloan, now 70 [in 2011].

Ngoombujarra's sad death this week at the age of 44 prompted crude assessments of his life and troubles. He was a typically damaged product of the Stolen Generations. He drank from the pain of being raided white.

But the truth about his life, according to indigenous theatre director Kyle Morrison, is that there was pain and joy, lots of love and plenty of highs and lows.

Ngoombujarra's childhood was occupied by his role as big brother to Rachel and Joanne – the Sloans' two daughters, born within five years of him. There was Sunday church, sea scouts, the beloved family collie dog Sheena and family picnics.

The three siblings were tight and the girls say their brother was a born entertainer with brilliant conic timing. But Ngoombujarra did struggle to reconcile his up-bringing away from his Yamatji people with his tribal roots. Last night 25 of his indigenous relatives met the Sloans to discuss funeral arrangements.

For a moment in Fremantle last Sunday he wasn't recognised as a star of “The Rabbit Proof Fence”, “Australia” or the SBS series “The Circuit”, he was just another anonymous black man who had come to grief in a public park.

Ngoombujarra found a home of sorts in film and television. Few people realised that when he left the relative comforts of catering, trailers and warm company on sets, he would return to the streets of Perth or mates' couches.

After wrapping his filming on the first series of the legal drama set in Broome, “The Circuit”, Ngoombujarra caused one of the few problems anyone could recall him having on set. He did not want to leave.

“He had his troubles, we needed to put things in place to ensure he was part of the family says producer Ross Hutchens.

Hugh Jackman spoke for many in describing his “warmth and humanity” and their director on “Australia”, Baz Luhrmann, recounts how Ngoombujarra's “extraordinary spirit, life force and creativity buoyed us all” on the demanding shoot.

He recalls how later the actor came to Luhrmann's son's second birthday and taught him how to play clapsticks.

Producer David Rapsey, who cast him in his seminal role of Pretty Boy Floyd in the 1993 feature film 'Blackfellas', says the actor didn't have a “chip on his shoulder”.

Ngoomujarra met his birth mother when he was 14.

The Sloans were by his side at Royal Perth Hospital on the day Ngoombujarra met his mother in her hospital room.

“I will never forget the look on David's face,” said Joanne, who was nine at the time. His mother died soon after. He fell into petty crime and drinking.

Ngoombujarra moved to Sydney with plans for stardom and picked up some minor film roles in “Young Einstein” and others after being spotted busking in Circular Quay. His wide smile and booming laugh were very marketable.

Film and TV sets became his surrogate family yet he struggled as much as any with the inconsistencies of an actor's lot.

Ernie Dingo played his bother in the ABC series “Heartland”. They bonded so well, Dingo named Ngoombujarra's character Mujadi after his late brother.

The producer of “Black and White”, Helen Leake, saw Ngoombujarra in Fremantle a couple of years ago and he was “going a little bit off the rails”, yet “was as kind and as loving as ever”.

West Australian Film and Television Institute chief executive Graeme Sward met Ngoombujarra 10 years ago when the actor wrote and directed a short film about his aboriginal friend Frankie's brutal childhood experience of being left out of a school excursion at the age of six, “Frankie's Story”.

Sward and Ngoombujarra was uninhibited, endearing, surprising and a true character.

“On the morning of Sward's wedding, Ngoombujarra appeared at his home early, casually swigging from an open bottle of wine left out from the night before and introduced himself to the bride's Tasmanian relatives.

“I don't think they'd ever met as Aboriginal person before,” Sward said. “There are no barriers to David between white and black, rich and poor, famous and not.”

Sward said Ngoombujarra was as comfortable on the red carpet as he was sitting with friends in Princess May Park, the sometimes rowdy Fremantle drinking spot next to Clancy's Fish Pub.

The actor was in good form when he called in for a beer at Clancy's last Wednesday, where his mate Tom Fisher was DJ. Whenever Fisher was fronting his band The Layabouts, Ngoombujarra would take the mike to sing in a deep, strong voice.
