


























































































































































































































































































































































































































Somebody now

Finally the conclusion of my story. This book was to be about the
lifestyles and changes that have affected me and other Torres Strait Island
women. By now you will have gathered that the women in the Torres
Strait appear to have not made much advancement since their encounter
with Westernised society because of cultural pressure or lack of
opportunity or both.

I am third generation from my ‘uncivilised’ grandmother Aka Dadu,
and my advancement to the current situation came about from sheer
hard work and many sacrifices, working with the right people at the
right time. [ was supported by my beloved family starting from my
mother and father and the wonderful lifestyle they gave me during my
childhood with love and care and faith in the heavenly Father.

Today, there is too much emphasis on material things and far too
much absenteeism of parents. Boarding schools, hostels and material
things seem to be replacing family home life, and this is fairly traumatic
for our culturally traditional children placed into these different ways
of living. I was older when I left home to study, therefore I was far more
mature than others are today, but this still did't lessen my
homesickness and heartaches of missing my Mum and Dad and other
members of my family.

The time I spent with my family at Galloways in the northem
peninsula area of Cape York was my first encounter with the Aboriginal
people of Australia. This was a wonderful and enriching experience for
me. I couldn’t say it all in this book, about the wonderful life my
brothers, sister and I experienced with these genmerous and gentle
Aboriginal people who embraced us. My heart goes out to them in their
struggle to retain their identity and land from the government which
sees fit to give it away.
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Plate 18.
A photograph taken of me with a mother and baby
at the Thursday Island Hospital in 1975,
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When World War IT forced the evacuation of our people, it changed
the Thursday Islanders’ ways of living. Not all returned after the war,
and today you will find descendants of the Thursday Island evacuees
all over Australia. Our family returned to Thursday Island because we
were some of the very few lucky ones whose home was still standing,
Thursday Island experienced no active warfare, but the armed forces
certainly left their mark here.

Mursing was the worthiest work in my life. The media was
meaningful but not as worthy to me as nursing was. For all the effort,
time and energy I put into my mursing career, I can only say it was worth
it, and it was a sad day when it came to an end. But I am forever grateful
for the blessings I have received in my life, which has been challenging,
interesting and often rewarding,

Even though [ was the first identified Torres Strait Islander to become
a registered nursing sister, my people took some time to acknowledge
that I was really a sister and not a nurse’s aide. In the early period of
my return to nursing at home, my father was an inpatient, and he was
so proud to see me walking around with doctors doing our ward rounds,
with my white uniform and veil on. However to show how old fashioned
and colonial he still was, I will tell this short story about him,

One day I was on a 3.30 pm to midnight shift. The nurses on the
same shift and miyself came on duty and received the report from the
day shift sister, then we proceeded on the ward round. During the day
shift, one of the numse’s aides on duty was a great grand-daughter of
my father’s initial pearling master, Reg Hocking, When we got to my
father’s bed, he asked to speak to me privately, so [ stayed back on the
round, and my father confided that he so badly wanted to use a bedpan.
So 1 pulled the screen around him and approached this nurse’s aide and
requested a bedpan for my father. The nurse proceeded to attend to my
father whilst I continued with the ward round, only to be approached
by the nurse’s aide again. She appeared distressed and informed me that
my father wanted to see me now. 5o I went to see him, only to find
an angry old man. When he saw me he said, 'Who do you think you
are, letting boss’s grand-daughter carry my bedpan. Just cos you bin go
South, you think you somebody now!
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I didn't argue, I just attended to his need, much to the poor nurse’s
aide’s embarrassment and bewilderment. Right up to the days when
he was immobilised because of old age, my father would tip his hat
to any white man or woman he'd meet in the street as acknowledgement
of respect because of their colour. I saw no reason to change his views
at his age—he wasr't harming anyone, he was just doing what he was
used to.

Still nursing, this time in Herberton. I was on evening shift as the
midwife in the maternity ward and just on dusk a sedan drove up, driven
by a white male with a distraught pregnant woman passenger, obviously
in established labour. I approached the car to offer my assistance, and
asked the driver who happened to be the woman's husband and a school
principal, if I could help them, like getting a wheelchair if necessary.
The husband replied, “Yes—get us someone who knows something
around here’ At that time I was the acting matron; I disregarded the
remark and proceeded to assist the patient to the labour ward, Whilst
my assistant, another nursing sister, was admitting the patient, I
prepared the labour ward and the patient for delivery. The delivery was
normal, perinium intact and the mother settled happily with husband,
babe and cup of tea. Then the husband apologised to me for his rudeness
to me on arrival.

Another delivery at the Herberton Hospital was that of the medical
superintendent’s wife. I wasn't on duty but he called me to assist him
even though there were two midwives on duty. Naturally the sisters
on duty were upset at this request. I had mixed feelings, firstly
embarrassment because of my colleagues on duty, and secondly, I was
wondering if he really had that much confidenice in my ability. Anyway
the job was done, and I went back off duty. Later that afternoon the
doctor sent bottles of champagne to me which I shared with everyone,
including my colleagues who were on duty that day. They aired their
disappointment about the matter, and I accepted their complaint
humbly, but what could I have done?

You will recall earlier in this book that I mentioned that I felt
decisions about the Thursday Island Hospital administration were
influenced by the tennis club and members, and later they formed ather
clubs. The members of these clubs believed they were the cream of
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Thursday Island society. In fact these clubs were perceived by many
Torres Strait Islanders as the Sodom and Gomorrah of that level of
people, the Peyton Place of Thursday Island. These clubs must surely
be the last frontier for these middle class people to try and kid
themselves that they are the cream of this society. The only records
we Islanders perceive them as holding are for boozing and the breaking
up of marriages. If there are children, their needs ultimately become
neglected due to their parents’ follies.

As I mentioned earlier, there are only a few Islanders who are willing
to put up a fight for Torres Strait Islanders rights, but many people
benefit from the effort. Those who make these sacrifices usually end
up with some problems, either domestically or physically. Their own
family life suffers, and in most instances if they are married, their
marriage suffers too. It inevitably breaks up because the community
worker is away working for the people, and their lonely partners start
frequenting the pubs, where they become easy prey for the loose women
lounging in the bars. Often the women partners themselves are out every
night boozing as well, and these are the waste of human bodies who
benefit from the taxpayers and community workers by bludging off other
people or the social welfare benefits.

Drinking and problems related to drinking are the biggest problems
suffered by any Torres Strait Islanders, black or white. The four hotels
on Thursday Island take turns in having late night licences. Therefore
there is a hotel open six days a week till late, and all day Sunday. The
main income on Thursday Island is from social welfare benefits.

The Department of Employment and Industrial Relations, the
schools and the hospital are the main employers. [ keep reassuring
myself that all this voluntary work for our people’s advancement is
worth the battle, especially when I see the high school students of today,
who may hopefully be our future ambassadors. These students are surely
survivors; most of them get very little encouragement or direction from
their parents because of the different lifestyle they came from by birth.
However the dedication of the teaching staff these days appears to be
paying dividends. It took a long time for education to arrive in the Torres
Strait. Thanks to these dedicated educators, and the island education
committee, it is 2 new ball gamc.
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It is a pity the health care momentum is still in its embryonic stage
and not developing as heaithily or rapidly as it should be, becanse once
again men who know nothing about health care are playing politics.
The Torres Strait women have recently contributed to the national
women's health policy. To dare to consider this thought is to dare to
attempt to enter sacred areas which even in Westernised society are
dominated by males and usually in the medical profession. Here the
Torres Strait Island women have raised their heads like serpents. It is
encouraging to see such courage displayed, and by women.

I have no doubt though, that when a health committce is established
a man will be nominated to be the chairman. It will probably be some
man who has no health care gualification, from some government
department or nominated by them. I say this because I have never seen
any Torres Strait Island men set up anything on their own, except for
Ted Loban. But when any project is set up, be it legal, media, health,
housing or anything, one has to fight off these men with sticks in their
rush to gain power and glory, but hardly ever any responsibilities.

On the other hand, T have seen women here in the Torres Strait
responsible for organising organisations time after titme who are kept
in the shadows of the men, or trampled by men for key positions while
the men blatently reap the credit of the good work the women have
done.

In 1985 1 attended the Forum 85 world meeting for women in
Nairobi, Kenya on equality, development and peace. This conference
marked the end of the decade for Women of the World. The first meeting
was in Mexico in 1976, the second in Copenhagen in 1980, and the
third in 1985 in Kenya where the women's time had come, This was
the vision of a magic wish of Dame Nita Barrow, convenor of Forum
85. She shared this dream with the women of the world who jammed
into the main hall of the Kenyatta International Conference Centre at
the official opening.

Many delegates who failed to get seating space were compelled to
remain outside the plenary hall where they listened to the opening
speeches through loudspeakers. Other delegates in the lobby watched
closed-circuit televiston sets. 1t was an historical time and marked a
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Plate 19.
A photograph taken with friends from the
Philippines, Zambia and Nigeria at Nairobi

University in 1985, when | was attending the Forum
85 world meeting for wornen.
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time of great achievernent in the Iives of women since the decade began
in 1976. The meeting was a momentous opportunity for the women
of the world to assess their achievements and focus attention on future
strategies to better their lot, The most significant achievement of the
decade was the creation of awareness in everyone, not only of the ‘many
constraints that hinder the progress of women, but also of the efforts
by the women to overcome then.

It was estimated that 15,000 women attended and each day was
overload with relays of workshop activities. More than 1,000 workshops
were actually convened. Whilst women from developed countries were
fighting for peace, the African women and women from the third world
countries were fighting for survival. Here in the Torres Strait the women
need to fight for equality to work side by side with the men for
development and survival towards self management. Otherwise changes
to our lifestyle will remain retarded.

I suppose at this point in time we have overcome the segregation
of separate schools for black and white, and separate dances where
whites could come to ours, but not us to theirs. There was segregation
in churches where whites sat in the front and only stood for the English
hymns and not ours, and received holy communion before us. Then
there were the black and white wards at the hospital, including the
segregated labour wards, dining rooms and living quarters. Now our fight
for survival is with governments, mining and tourism. Yet we are still
homeless, jobless and waterless.





