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Bill Day is looking for martyrs. He would like to see people prepared to sacrifice their lives in the cause of Aboriginal advancement. 

But then, Day is a “stirrer' and proud of it. “Our object is to stir, we want people to see that these people are human,” he says.

If he wanted, he could claim the title of Darwin's most active black militant. Except for one thing. He's white.

Twenty-seven year-old (sic) [33 year-old] Day does most of his work in the shanty towns and fringe camps around Darwin. He and Fred Gogarty, a part-Aboriginal from Queensland, are the driving forces behind Gwalwa Daraniki – it means “Our Land” in Larrakia – an association dedicated to improving the lot of Aborigines and winning land rights. 

As they drive the association's little Datsun truck – bought with a grant from the Department of Aboriginal Affairs – through the streets of Darwin they make an incongruous pair: Day tall, fair-skinned and dark haired, with his good looks slightly spoilt by a nervous smile which hovers continually around his lips; Fogarty short, brown and nuggetty with close-cropped, dark curly hair.

But they make a good team, Day does the paper-work and organisation, Fogarty provides the physical authority necessary for work in the camps for transients, where violence is never very far from the surface.

When Day was chased by a drunk with an axe one night it was Fogarty who stepped in and felled the axeman.

Day became involved in the Aboriginal land rights battle almost by accident.

After what he described as a  typical suburban upbringing in Port Hedland (sic) [Nedlands] Western Ausralia, Day worked for a while as a taxi driver (sic) [school teacher]. But the life didn't satisfy him, so he took to the roads.

“I went overseas, travelling through Asia, meeting people with many different cultures and ways of life,” he says.

He came to Darwin to try life with the hippies on Lameroo Beach. But the charm quickly faded.

“They haven't got a viable thing going,” he says now. “They haven't the fortitude to make anything of it. They're parasites on nearly everyone.”

So he turned to the land rights battle.

In 1971 Day took up the cause of the Larrakia, the tribe on whose land Darwin is sited. The last remnants of the once 200-strong tribe were scattered among the camps and settlements of Darwin.

But the tribal leader, Bobby Secretary, with a hard core of five or six Larrakia was camped on a few acres of land at Kulaluk – the white Darwin suburb of Coconut Grove.

Developers had started work on the land and it was about to be subdivided into housing blocks when Gwalwa Daraniki moved in.

They put up signs warning prospective buyers that this was tribal land and that they bought at their own risk.

The situation flared into violence in July last year [1973] when a surveyor's truck parked at the claim was burnt out and there was a struggle with police.

The dispute is now before the Land Rights Commission – and the Larrakias are still there.

Since the flare-up, no further work has been done on the subdivision, and the Federal Government is paying compensation to the developers to keep out.

Kulaluk itself is only a few acres. It is not big enough to support even the 13 remaining full-blood members of the Larrakia tribe.

But to Bill Day it is much more than just a little piece of suburban land.

“I see this as a symbol,” he says. “It's a thorn in the flesh of the white man. It has made them think about the problems of the Aborigines.

“I don't know what we'll do with this land if we get it. I wouldn't really like to see it built up with suburban houses – that's what they were about to do when we started this claim.

“But we haven't really thought about it yet. The important thing is recognition of these people's rights.”

The people at Kulaluk live the typical life of the fringe-dweller. They are housed in three galvanised-iron huts with earth floors and the minimum of furniture.

But Bobby Secretary is happy.

“This is my land,” he says. “I've lived here all my life and I'm going to stay here. I'm not going to let the white man push me around any more.”

A charge often levelled at Day is that he is pushing the Aborigines along faster than they really want to go, and worsening the problem with inflammatory language.

“I suppose if we weren't doing it they wouldn't be going along so fast,” he says, “We try not to put ideas into their heads that they haven't got already.

“I see myself as a sort of public relations man, they (sic) [I] get an idea of what I (sic) [they] want and I say: 'This is the way you can get it.'

“Take the sit-down on the Bagot Road pedestrian crossing. They'd been sitting talking about it but never did a thing.

“As soon as you suggest something people say: 'Great, let's go.'

“I don't think they would have thought: 'Let's stop the traffic,' but they jumped at the idea.

“Of course, it's not like a demonstration down south where you say to everyone: 'Be outside the town hall at 10 o'clock and we'll have a march.' We have to pick them all up and take them around or they wouldn't be there.”

Like nearly everyone else in the field, Day had hos own idea of what is best for the Aborigines.

“My aim is to form a community group as many white people are trying to do down the Queensland coast. The Aborigines can't fit into a capitalist society.

“They won't break up into nuclear families and compete with each other, There can be no boss with the Aborigines.

“I think they could be self-sufficient. I don't thing they want to be prosperous. They certainly don't have much interest in material possessions. Give them a tape recorder, a record player, a radio – they'll be wrecked in a week or two.

“Our main aim is to see they get their land rights. That is such a hard job that we haven't seen past it yet.”

Day believes that violence in the Territory is bound to increase: “But I don't think it's organised violence. It would be better if people were organised – there might be more direction to the violence.

“Quite frankly, we say to people, 'Don't go smashing each other on the head, go and smash down a shop or chase off these white fellows who come down looking for your girls.'”

Day had been toying with the idea of forming some sort of secret society to bring the Aborigines together.

“Politics and that sort of thing are too dry to really get the Aborigines interested,” he says. “They need some kind of mystical ties with the land. If some sort of cult could spring up. That could be the way things could move.”

The name he has had in mind for the society is Mau Mau. But he denies any intention to commit mayhem on the scale of the Kenya rebellion of the 50s.

Day dismisses the possibility of organised violence by Aborigines against whites. “I don't think anyone's got the organisational ability to do the co-ordinating,” he says.

But spontaneous violence could break out any day, he believes: “We'd like to see a few people prepared to sacrifice their lives. We might have to have our own Wounded Knee.”

[An abbreviated version of this article also appeared in The Age on February 11, 1974].
