
WAYNE ATKINSON:  BIOGRAPHICAL MATERIALS 

Tell me about your parents? 

My parents are Clive and Iris Atkinson. My mother, Iris Atkinson nee Nelson, is a 

descendant of two Indigenous ancestors. She is a descendant of the Nelson family 

group of the Dja Dja Wurrung people of the Kulin Nation of central Victoria, and the 

Cooper family group, line of the Yorta Yorta people of the Murray Goulburn region. On 

the Dja Dja Wurrung side her father is George Nelson and her Grandfather is Henry 

Nelson who was born in Dja Dja Wurrung country in 1855-see profile at 

http://waynera.wordpress.com/family-history-connections/  

On the Yorta Yorta side my mother is the daughter of Pricilla Nelson nee James 

Cooper whose mother is Ada Cooper, daughter of Granny Kitty 1834 and 

granddaughter of ‘Old Maria’ (Maria died in 1879) one of the identified 

ancestors who was living on country in the Moira Forest on the border of 

VIC/NSW at the imposition of British authority in the early 19TH Century- see 

genealogical material to be presented.  

My Father Clive Atkinson is also of Yorta Yorta and Dja Dja Wurrong descent. His 

father is Henry Atkinson, 1873 whose parents are Louise Frost nee Atkinson, 1857 of 

the Yorta Yorta people and his mother is Caroline Morgan who is one of the identified 

ancestors and daughter of Alf Morgan of the Dja Dja Wurrung tribal group.  While 

Caroline was his biological mother he was reared by Caroline’s sister Louise Morgan 

who is also Dja Dja Wurrong-see genealogical materials. Louise Morgan, or Nanny 

Lou as we called her also reared me after Puppa Henry died, and I didn’t return to my 

own family in Echuca until I was in my early teens-about 13-14. 

My Aboriginality is derived from these Indigenous ancestors through whom we, as an 

extended family group, trace our Indigenous connections back to the original 

ancestors who have been oncountry since time immemorial. Some of the ancestors  

who had liaisons with Aboriginal women at that time were  obviously European,  but 

we never got to know them or in the words of a Yorta Yorta elder they ‘disappeared 

into the sunset’ when their parenting  responsibilities confronted them and were 

never seen after that. This meant that the children stayed with their mothers and were 

bought up Yorta Yorta and Dja Dja Wurrong (Oral History Manuscript: A Picture from 

the Other Side, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 

Canberra, 1981: 58).  That is how I’ve grown up and have learned of our family 

bloodlines and cultural connections with the original ancestors from whom we inherit 

our Aboriginality, and those rights that we continue to assert in the present day 

context 

When were you were you born? 

On the 16th March 1943 -see my birth certificate for the residential address of my 

parents at the time which states, ‘River Bank Mooroopna’. It was a fringe camp that 

emerged after the ‘Walk Off’ at Cummeragunja in the 1930s. I take pride in knowing 

http://waynera.wordpress.com/family-history-connections/
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that my entry into this world began on the banks of the river at a place called the 

Mooroopna Flats,  which was a fringe community that emerged after the Walk Off and 

the beginnings  of the Assimilation policy, 1942 (NSW). 

Can you tell me something about that time? 

Yes, it was a time of much hardship, racism  and indeed poverty within the Aboriginal 

community and  the period when the assimilation policy was introduced which 

compelled people to leave the reserve and to move into mainstream society and 

supposedly take their place alongside non Indigenous people as equals.  

How did it evolve? 

Fringe communities that established themselves on the edges of what were 

essentially white townships, evolved from the government policies of the day which 

saw a major shift from protectionism to assimilation. That is moving people from the 

reserves and assisting them to assimilate into the towns. In reality however, there was 

no assistance with the necessities of housing employment and education, which 

meant that Aboriginal people found themselves living on the edges of the townships 

in fringe type communities like the flat which was located on the Goulburn River in 

between Mooroopna and Shepparton. I think Jacksons Track  in Gippsland was of 

similar circumstances and there were other fringe communities that evolved in 

Victoria during this period - late 1930s to end of the 1950s  – see Book by Jackomos 

and Fowell  including  oral histories of the Fringe Communities published by Museum 

of Victoria, 1991. 

Being river base people however it is true to say that the river and the bush provided 

an important connection for communities to regroup after they were forced to leave 

Cummeragunja which has continued as a community and a major focus of Yorta Yorta 

history and cultural identity today. I must say on reflection that it was an amazing 

experience to be born and to grow up on flat, close to the river which instilled in me 

the reality of being river based people or people of the rivers as the Yorta Yorta have 

always been regarded -see Yorta Yorta and river based people in article at. 

http://waynera.wordpress.com/writings-and-publications/ 

Tell me about your experiences at school 

I started primary school with my extended family in Mooroopna. Dealing with the 

hostilities that existed towards Aboriginal people at the time, we were fortunate in one 

way because our families and relations stuck together as a close knit group and were 

always around us for support. Going backwards and forward to school - we used to 

walk around with no shoes. I believe that the non Indigenous school kids  envied us a 

bit,  as I’m sure that they would liked to have gone bare foot too,  although it was 

pretty cold during the winter. But  that’s the way it was at the time which was very a 

much a case of  poverty conditions as found by the McLean Commission of Inquiry 

into the Aboriginal Condition including  life on the flat - see McLean Commission 

Inquiry, 1957.    

http://waynera.wordpress.com/writings-and-publications/
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My father was a shearer and like the many top shearers from Cummera he learned 

from his father Henry Atkinson. Cummera shearers were highly regarded for their 

quality of shearing and it is an occupation in which Aboriginal shearers felt that they 

achieved greater equality than other occupations of the time.  It was through shearing 

that my father was able to save some money and he purchased a block of freehold 

land (not native title) in Echuca and was able to take us off the river bank and build a 

home for the family and grandparents in Echuca South.  

How old where you? 

About 8 or 9 

How did that make you feel? 

In a way the sense of freedom and space that we had as kids living on the riverbank, 

hunting and fishing and knocking around together was a big change for a while,  until 

we eventually made the transition into the new place of abode. We also had many 

relatives in Echuca – the Atkinson’s, Morgan’s, Walkers, Coopers remain big family 

names in Echuca and the surrounding region and because Mooroopna and 

Shepparton were only a short distance of some 60 ks from Echuca we maintained our 

family connection over the years .    

Tell me about your early lives in community and life in Echuca. Was there a sense of 

surprise when you experienced racism or people questioning your identity? Did you 

experience any racism of people questioning your identity?  

Yes, that was generally consistent with primary school and secondary school and 

later in life. In dealing with racism however we again were fortunate to be part of very 

strong family upbringing which helped us to deal with racism rather than having to 

continually fight against it. Our parents and grandparents taught us to be strong and 

resilient and when faced with racism to look people in the face and tell them how 

proud we were to be Aboriginal and that was all that mattered. It helped us to 

transcend the negative aspects of prejudice and to focus on the positives of who we 

are as a people and were we wanted to go in the future.   We were a big family, so 

there was that safety and support around us which was a big thing in those days. I 

went to Technical School in Echuca and left in Form 3 or year 8 in today’s terms.   I 

needed to get into the work force to assist the family because my father was away a 

lot. My mother was the main provider at the time and the relationship between mum 

and dad eventually ended.  So I left school to find work so that I could help to bring 

some money into supporting the family. There were 6 of us living in rental 

accommodation then and most of the younger ones were still at school.   

So you worked in Echuca? 

Yes, I did a bit of everything - all unskilled and semi skilled type jobs. Initially I worked 

in the shearing sheds with my father. My Grandfather was the head ringer or gun for 

the whole area and my father carried it on from him. My grandfather puppa Henry saw 
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the transition from the blade to the hand piece. The gun is the best – the head ringer. 

He is the fastest and often the toughest in the tradition of the shearing culture. My 

father wanted to pass it on to me but I chose other work around Echuca.  

I have an incredibly impressive list of all of your academic work. Where does that 

come in? 

I went into the work force for about 12 years to help the family. After doing mostly 

unskilled work, that didn’t have much future I developed a hunger for learning and 

knowledge.  I also wanted to make a contribution to my own community in a more 

constructive way rather than being a labourer for the rest of my life 

What was the hunger for and who was asking you?  

Initially myself.  I lived in  the  community, and was influenced by some or our 

outstanding  Aboriginal leaders of the time of the calibre of  Uncle William Onus, 

Uncle and Sir Douglas Nichols,  Jeff Atkinson, Aunty Geraldine Brigs and many 

others. Being an integral part of the community meant that you were constantly 

interacting and being influenced by these wonderful people. I can always remember 

Uncle Bill Onus taking us camping in the bush when we were older and teaching us 

things about our culture and reminding us of our Aboriginality and commitment to our 

peoples cause-these times are still cherished in our family history. 

Having served 10 or 12 years in the workforce, in mostly labour intensive jobs I 

wanted to develop my intellectual capacities. I decided to do a full time course which 

was the first of its kind for Indigenous people in Australia.  It was basically a re-entry 

education program that was the initiative of the Dunstan Govt in Adelaide. The 

program was set up to provide tertiary training and academic skills for Indigenous 

people who came from all over Australia to do the course.  It was a bridging program 

that allowed us to return to study at the tertiary level and to study at our own pace 

and to use the course as a stepping stone to higher education if you chose to take 

that pathway.  I found that my hunger for learning was being fulfilled and the 

experience of being amongst your own people from different parts of Australia and 

sharing your identity as Indigenous Australians is something that I will never forget. 

Looking back I would say it was a major turning point in my life and one that took me 

on a journey of learning that has never ended.  The network that we developed from 

this course continues today. 

What Skill did you learn? 

 I wanted to be provided with skills so that I could record and document our history 

from our point of view. I got a job at Monash Uni in the Australian research centre as a 

Research Officer.  

Was it an identified position for an Aboriginal person?  

I don’t think it was identified. Could have been an affirmative action position where we 

were being given equality of opportunity in gaining employment in what is essentially 
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our own affair. I was employed in the Aboriginal Research Centre doing research and 

administrative work and assisting with the Aboriginal Studies program.  That was in 

the late 70s. Then I was awarded an overseas study grant that took me around the 

world.  

Who awarded it?  

The Commonwealth Government. There are six awards made every year.  

I was successful in gaining one of the awards that allowed me to visit  Indigenous 

Education and Cultural  Programs in North America-see booklet, A Look at North 

American Indian History Programs: Some Ideas for Aboriginal Programs in Australia, 

Commonwealth Government printer, 1982 at: 

http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/nthamericatrip.pdf 

I went to North America because I wanted to learn about the American Indians and 

how they were recording and writing their own history from oral source materials.  I 

also visited programs in Canada and then travelled to Arizona and visited some the 

reservations of the Apache, Hopi and Navaho Nations. It was from this visit that I 

became aware that   there were many parallels between our comparative Indigenous 

and colonial history in Nth America and Australia.  I was able to develop a close 

connection with American Indians and gain a deeper understanding of our 

comparative relationship with the land and our similar experiences of British colonial 

policy and practice.  I also returned home via London and was able to continue my 

research interests in the Public Records Office and the House of Lords Library in 

London.  

What were you looking for? 

Basically looking for answers to a whole range of questions that I had accumulated in 

relation to British colonisation and its policies of segregation and control and the 

practice of the reserve system where my ancestors were relocated to after their lands 

were appropriated by British settlers in the early 19th Century. I was also and still am 

interested in the origins of the policy of segregation and control as it was  practiced 

and refined in other former  British colonies before it reached Indigenous Australia  in 

the 18th Century. 

I did learn much from this study tour and was able to apply a lot of that knowledge on 

the home front in developing oral history programs.   

Is part of what you did – go home and talk one on one with your aunties and uncles?  

Yes  I recorded over 60 taped interviews that  I produced in a Manuscript and other 

oral history materials for the Yorta Yorta-see A Picture from the Other Side: An 

History of Cummeragunja and its connections with Coranderrk Reserve from Written 

and Oral Sources, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 

Canberra, 1981.  I also set up the Koori Oral History Program in the State Library in 

1987, which was an initiative of Aboriginal Affairs Victoria. 

http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/nthamericatrip.pdf
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Did you learn things that gave you further pride in your identity?  

Yes, I used to go to the forest and other parts of Victoria and New South Wales and 

record the oral histories of elders.   The oral history project   took me on another 

journey of learning. I was privileged in that I was  learning about the  past  from my 

own people which obviously inspired me to do more research and to find answers to 

those questions that I had accumulated over the years.   

I have just returned from Ireland, where I have been looking at those policies and 

practices mentioned  and how they  were  transferred to Indigenous peoples in the 

United States and were used to forcibly remove American Indians west of the 

Mississippi onto reservations under the American Indian Removal Act, 1830s. I was 

then able to examine the policy of segregation and control and how it was applied to 

Australia, and used to dispossess and to remove Indigenous people to reserves 

including the Cummeragunja reserve where my people lived. All of this research has 

become important for lecture materials on colonisation and Indigenous history in 

Australia and for teaching Indigenous Studies at the University of Melbourne. I have 

just finished teaching a course on Colonisation at the Victorian University College in 

St Albans.  

Much of this knowledge has also be applied to courses that I teach back home in 

Yorta Yorta country as  field based studies, such as the Oncountry Learning: 

Indigenous Studies, course that I teach as a summer intensive in February each year.  

Part of what you did was used in the native title cases? 

Yes, I provided research materials and prepared submissions on a whole range of 

Yorta Yorta matters for the case and other cases before including a chronology of all 

the attempts to achieve land justice which date back to the 1860s-see Chronology of 

Yorta Yorta attempts to achieve land justice, 1860-2010. 

http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/chronolgy.pdf 

The most significant community recognition for you is being involved in the Yorta 

Yorta case. 

Yes, I was a key witness and did a lot of research that formed the basis of the Yorta 

Yorta claim.  

Are you on any of the land councils? 

Yes I’m on the Yorta Yorta Elders Council 

I know you have to be Aboriginal person to do that? 

Yes and a traditional owner 

How do you join the Yorta Yorta nation? 

http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/chronolgy.pdf
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To be a member of the Yorta Yorta nations you need to be a descendant of the 

original and identified ancestors who were on country and the imposition of British 

law.   

Does the Yorta Yorta nations review membership? Yes.  

Did you give evidence in the witness box of your genealogy? Yes I was in the witness 

box on those and other matters of evidence for nearly two weeks overall. 

Update of Biography, April, 2013 

Following the interview recording, I was awarded the ‘Rio Tinto Award for Teaching 

Excellence’, 2013. The following is a media release on that award and some 

background in the teaching results that I have achieved over the decade. These were 

for the special course that I teach in Yorta Yorta country called Oncountry Learning: 

Indigenous Studies which celebrated its 10th Anniversary this year. 

Media Release: 

‘Yorta Yorta Elder and Senior Fellow wins prestigious award for Teaching Excellence 

at the University of Melbourne’ 

Dr Wayne Atkinson has been awarded the substantive ‘Rio Tinto Award for Excellence 

and Innovation in Indigenous Higher Education’, 2013.  The University of Melbourne 

has also nominated him for the Australian Awards for University Teaching including 

the Neville Bonner award for Indigenous Education. ‘This is outstanding and overdue 

recognition for Wayne's subject, On Country Learning: Indigenous Studies that he 

teaches as a summer intensive course in the ancestral lands of the Yorta Yorta 

community, adds  Professor Adrian Little, Head of the School of Social Political 

Science.  The course repeatedly receives ‘exceptionally high Quality of Teaching 

scores’. Teaching and student feedback over the last decade have consistently 

produced near perfect scores for the key teaching criteria of University accredited 

courses-see Student Feedback for Course. 

“One can only be wrapped with the reward for those results, particularly when you 

consider the energy investment for the outcomes achieved” Wayne says. ‘Pretty 

deadly stuff’ as we say in Indigenous circles and it certainly confirms that we are on 

firm ground  with Indigenous education and community based learning at the regional 

and national level.  I must say however that it was only made possible by having such 

a wonderful and talented teaching team and with the support of the Yorta Yorta 

community who  have generously  hosted the program over the last decade”, Wayne 

acknowledges.  

 Students doing the course are deeply affected with what they see and learn and with 

what they are taught by Yorta Yorta people-see Feedback results.  The course 

introduces students to the enormous timeline of Yorta Yorta occupation, use and 

enjoyment of the ancestral lands. It examines the tangible evidence of past 

occupation and then looks at the more recent history of Maloga and Cummeragunja, 

from the 1860s to the present.  Students then visit the key organisations in the region 

http://waynera.wordpress.com/profile-dr-wayne-atkinson-yorta-yorta/oncountry-health-2013/
http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2012/02/student-feedback.pdf
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that deliver major services in education, health, sport and community based 

programs. This experience in learning is a transformative process that students take 

with them and share with other people including their families. ‘The experience is 

profound’  Dr Atkinson comments  and ‘one  that stays with students for the rest of 

their lives, many of whom pursue other Indigenous studies subjects which they  

combine with their general academic studies.’ ‘There is now unlimited opportunity for 

Oncountry Learning: Indigenous Studies to happen more at the regional and local 

level’ Dr Atkinson urges. 

Teaching Indigenous Studies has been a special career path chosen by Dr Atkinson 

which he says was ‘inspired by his people’.    His great grandfather Thomas Shadrach 

James studied medicine at the University of Melbourne before the turn of the 19th 

Century and was the teacher, mentor and community leader at Maloga and 

Cummeragunja Aboriginal reserves (1881-1947).  His great  uncle  William Cooper,  

and relative Sir Doug Nichols were students of Grandpa James and  together with   

Marj Tucker,  were the founding  leaders of the Aboriginal political movement, 

established  in Victoria and New South Wales, in the 1930s.  The inspiration of these 

outstanding teachers and leaders has continued through Dr Atkinson’s family, many 

of whom have chosen education as a means of empowerment and a pathway to 

achieving greater reconciliation and understanding between Indigenous and non 

Indigenous Australians. ‘The power of the voice and the spear of the pen are two key 

strategies and educational tools’ that Dr Atkinson says ‘ have been passed on to us 

by these great  leaders’.  

In his quest for teaching excellence, Dr Atkinson encourages independent learning, 

rational argument and critical analysis. He often challenges students to take a broader 

and more lateral approach to learning and to also enjoy the learning process along 

the way.  When introducing  students to the  Oncountry Learning program,  Dr 

Atkinson encourages  them  to approach their learning with an open mind,  free of 

those misconceptions and stereotypical notions of Aboriginality they may have 

learned,  and to come with a willingness to learn from the Indigenous viewpoint. 

“Students certainly respond to these challenges in a positive way”, Dr Atkinson says 

“which comes back to us in their inspirational reflections of the course”. 

Dr Atkinson’s ground breaking  work in  Oncountry Learning and  Indigenous Studies 

has added drive  to  other disciplines at the University of Melbourne  who are now 

developing and  running  Oncountry programs in the subjects of health, education, 

engineering, history,  law and cultural studies.  A course in ‘Oncountry4 Health’ and 

medical students has just been completed in Yorta Yorta country with equal success. 

Dr Atkinson believes  that ‘these students will also  gain from the experience of 

learning about Indigenous history and health related issues from Indigenous people 

and by visiting those Indigenous organisations that deliver health programs in the 

region’. 

 

Images for Article 

 

http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/thomas.pdf
http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/thomas.pdf
http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/cooper96.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Douglas_Nicholls
http://indigenousrighyts.net.au/persons.asp?pID=986
http://waynera.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/cooper96.pdf
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 Yorta Yorta teachers, Dr Wayne Atkinson and Lou Bennett welcoming students to 

Oncountry Learning 

 with Smoking Ceremony 

 

 

Dr Wayne Atkinson, Barmah National Park:  Teaching Oncountry students  

about Yorta Yorta history and cultural heritage 
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Oncountry Learning  Site : http://waynera.wordpress.com/ 

Dr Wayne Atkinson 

School of Social and Political Science 

University of Melbourne 

 waynera@unimelb.edu.au   
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