A TRUE STORY OF A LONG GRASS MARTYR: Bob Bunduwabi 1931 - 1997
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Leprosy victims
without a home

By JEREMY HIGGINS

Bobby’s arms and legs are just
stumps. He suffers from ‘long stan-
ding inactive dismorphous’ leprosy.

So does his mate
Jimmy. That means
they are cured of the
disease but still have
to live with the
physical manifesta-
tions, the amputated
and twisted limbs,
the attendant infec-
tions.

They live under a cor-
rugated iron ‘bivouac’ on
the Kululuk Aboriginal
Reserve between Fannie
Bay and Nightcliff.

They sleep on foam rub-
ber mattresses.

There's an old billy for
making tea

Nearby is a pile of beer-
cans. For company they
have five mangey dogs.
Until recently their
home was the East Arm
Leprosariam (which was
closed earlier this year), a
special hospital for

Aborigines many of whom
“cannot cope with the
high-powered approach of
modern hospitals.”

Jimmy and Bob were
happy at East Arm

It's closing  was
traumatic, akin to being
kicked out of a family
home.

Now they rely on the
help of people living in
Kululuk and daily visits
from health workers.

They won't go to
Casuarina Hospital for
treatment because they
“feel shamed.”

In fact they rarely leave
the camp site for any
reason.

Bobby's artificial legs
are almost unused.

The Star contacted the
Health Department for
comment and spoke to an

inspector who said he was
“not aware of the situa-
tion” and would call us

back.
He did not do so
No-one at Casuarina

Hospital's. Leprosy. Con-
trol Unit was prepared to
comment.

A spokesman from the
Health  Department
stressed that Bobby had

A pathetic sight . .

been deemed fit to look
after himself.

He and all but two of the
former patients from East
Arm did not “warrant
hospitalisation.”

This assessment had
been made by. among
others, the “acknowledg-
ed expert on leprosy” Dr
John Hargrave.

=

Minister for Health, Mr
lan Tuxworth, said in a
press release earlier this
year that “East Arm" was.
an ideal anachronism in
the 1980's.”

He said: “Leprosy pa-
tients prefer to be treated
in their own communities
or local hospitals."

Apparently the opera-

i bobby rests at his hone on the beach.

tion was also costing too
much money.

Bobby and Jimmy
meanwhile are hoping to
move to Bagot Reserve
for the wet season.

Their present “accom-
modation’ is totally inade-
quate for rainy weather

There's a chance their

health could deteriorate
even further if they fail to
be housed properly.

At the moment.
however. it's difficult to
know who cares.
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As a young man Bob Bunduwabi had been taken to the East Arm Hospital. After the hospital was closed in 1982 Bob camped in the bush around Darwin. Before long, the NT Government or the City Council would order Gojok (his skin name) to move on.
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After he was evicted from Lee Point in July, 1996, he went to Fish Camp to stay with Burarra people from Arnhem Land. The camp was beside Ludmilla Creek.
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At high tide Dulcie caught fish in the creek.  Their only fresh water came in a truck.
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Len used his cast net in the creek.          Politicians came to visit, but nothing changed.
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One day, Bob said, ‘Take me back to Lee Point.’ The police said that Lee Point was ‘Crown Land,’ but Bob was not afraid. That November, he set up another camp.
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Bob and his friends were in the newspaper. At Lee Point they could use the shower and the toilets. Bob liked to be beside the sea. ‘I will stay here until I die,’ he said. 
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The Northern Territory Government did not care that Bob was sick. For a while the Anti-Discrimination Commissioner, Dawn Lawrie, stopped the politicians from evicting Bob and the other Lee Point campers. Bob lived at his protest camp through the heavy January rain. The doctor came to see him, but Bob still refused to move.
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At the camp, Len and Peppi were worried about Bob.
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On January 22nd , 1997, Gojok died. The next day, campers from around Darwin came to Lee Point for ceremonies. The same day, Gojok’s things were burnt at his camp.
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The men did a crocodile dance in honour of Gojok as they buried the ashes of the fire.
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Months later, smoking and cleansing ceremonies were held at Fish Camp.
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Protesters marched to Parliament House with a petition signed by over fifty homeless Aboriginal people camped around Darwin.
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They were not allowed inside, so they blew a didgeridoo tune through the intercom.

[image: image28.jpg]£ ‘Eswf 4
R 4— RUBBISH ,



  [image: image29.jpg]



A month later, two men from Fish Camp threw bags of dust onto the steps of Parliament House. 
They told the television reporters, ‘We live in the dust with no tap.’
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By GERALDINE GREEN

| Funds used for the
Arafura Games could
have been better spent on
building proper camps
with facilities, protesters
claimed yesterday.

Seven Aborigines returned
to a makeshift camp at Lee
Point they had been evicted
| from because there was “no-
where else for them to live”.

—

The  protesters  were
evicted from the camp by the
Government in July last year
after complaints of rubbish.

The group moved to Fish
Camp at Kulaluk.

Human rights activist Bill
Day said: “A fraction of the
funds used for the Arafura
Games ceremony on Satur-
day night could have been
used to install basic ameni-
ties such as toilets and run-
ning water at Fish Camp.”

Campers Billy Cooper, Len Stewart, Peppi Arriwarra and Tommy Yalmur at Lee Point yesterday

Campers return
to Lee Point site|

“These amenities can be
found at Lee Point.”

Camper Tommy Yalmur,
60, who lived at Lee Point for
four years, said campers
should not have borne the
brunt of the rubbish claims.

He said: “We've seen
Dpeople driving in with trailers
of rubbish all the time.”

A stay of eviction was
granted to the campers up to
February 11 after a com-
plaint was lodged by Bob

Bundawabi, 65, against the
Government  through _the
Anti-Discrimination  Com-
mission. But Mr Bunduwabi,
who lost both arms and legs
to leprosy, died in January,
effectively ending the stay.

Lands, Planning and En-
vironment Minister Mike
Reed said the group was told
Fish Camp was void of basic
amenities before they moved
there. He said squatting at
Lee Point was illegal.
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In memory of Gojok, more campers returned to Lee Point a week before the Arafura Sports Games. After 17 days, early one morning the NT Government sent a convoy of police vehicles to arrest the protesters on trespassing charges.
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After the raid, some of Gojok’s family were interviewed by the media at Lee Point.
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Four men attended the Magistrate’s Court wearing a message on their T shirts, ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.’
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After a year, a new Aboriginal flag was raised at Fish Camp in memory of Gojok. As the flag pole was put in the ground, an old Macassan song was sung.
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On August 3rd, 2001, ‘long grass people’ from all around Darwin marched back to Parliament House to protest against new laws being made against homeless people.
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In 2008 Aboriginal people, sometimes called ‘long grass people’, still live in camps around Darwin - without toilets, running water or electricity. These ‘long grass people’ continue to ask for a place to camp without being harassed by the City Council or police. The Northern Territory Government tells them to go back to their country, but for some of the campers Darwin is their home. They will never forget the courage of Gojok, a ‘long grass’ man who died for the rights of his people.
Thanks to 

NT News, ABC Television, Star Newspapers, 

Bill Day, Vaughan Williams, Stella Smith,

Stuart and Robbie Courtenay, 

Anda Fellows and Jeannie Gadambua. 
for the photos and stills. 
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See:

· ‘We Live in the Long Grass’  by Mousetrap Films (DVD) 2001.
· ‘Forgive us our trespasses’ (DVD) compiled by Bill Day, 1997
Read
· ‘Aboriginal fringe dwellers in Darwin, Northern Territory: cultural persistence or a culture of resistance?’ PhD thesis by Bill Day, University of Western Australia, 2001 (tells the story of Fish Camp and Lee Point).
· ‘Bunji: a story of the Gwalwa Daraniki Movement’, a book by Bill Day, Aboriginal Studies Press 1994.

Also available: 
· ‘How homeless Aboriginal campers won land rights in Darwin’ telling the Kulaluk story in photos and text, 2007
· ‘Kulaluk Beach 1979 -1985.’

· ‘The discovery of self in Bunji.’

· ‘An illustrated history of the Larrakia Flag.’

· ‘Johnny Balaiya, Long Grass Legend.’
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