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Reflective Piece 

 

Gulpa Ngawal 

 

This reflective piece is an account of the thoughts I had as I went for a run on the final 

night in Barmah. I was overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of what I had learnt and 

remember this event as the beginning of my reflection about the On Country experience. 

This reflection ties the properties of the land in with what I have learnt of the 

inspirational characteristics and actions of the Yorta Yorta people. 

 

And so here I am. The last evening on country. 

 

 

 

 

Tomorrow we will all pile onto a bus bound for Melbourne and lament the end of this 

experience. However, I know in my heart that the experiences from this week will beat in 
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me long after I alight the bus and step into the smoking CBD. Standing on the deck of our 

cabin at Morning Glory I feel a shifting in myself, a realignment of my values and 

concepts of what is just and right. I look towards the river and through the bush that 

surrounds the resort and I see it differently to how I did when I arrived some four days 

ago.  

 With new eyes I look and wonder what secrets this land would tell if I allowed my 

ears to listen. I appreciate that the height of the trees is a reflection of age. A mound or a 

midden can tell a history the Curriculum Council of Australia never deemed worthy of 

teaching. The Barmah Forest runs rich with storylines both devastating and hopeful. 

Equipped with the spear of the pen and the power of words, these are stories that I can 

share. I have the responsibility to share them. I, like so many other blissfully ignorant 

people had been unaware of the injustices that the Yorta Yorta people faced and continue 

to face today. The magnitude of my prior ignorance suddenly overwhelms me and I run. I 

have often turned to running as a means of processing my thoughts. Today I run to escape 

distraction, to reflect on what I have learnt and to conceive a path forward.   

 My feet thud against the earth as I run away from the resort and towards the 7km 

driveway that makes a series of bends through sectioned off paddocks. The bubbling of 

happy voices begins to fade as I run. As I turn out past the General Store and down the 

dusty driveway I am immersed in a near silence. Finally I can think.  
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It is so quiet here that the sudden ting of metal against metal makes me spin around and 

search for the culprit that disturbed the silence. I hear it again, only this time ahead of me. 

And again, still straight ahead but there is no one for as far as my eyes can see. I continue 

to run and it is only when I pass a paddock gate some distance away that a chain swaying 

against the metal frame in the wind makes the noise that I'd heard. I continue to run but 

this moment makes me present in my surroundings and directs my attention towards the 

landscape and away from the thudding of my feet. I gaze out across the paddocks and 

think about how much my perception has changed in just four days. As a child, my 

family would regularly take trips to Shepparton and Mooroopna. During the day we 

would swim in the river and visit my father's family, the long drives to and fro acting as 

bookends to each day. On those drives I used to watch the paddocks as they whipped by 

and think that this was nature, how free and beautiful it was. I never used to consider the 

fences as external objects. They were one with the scenery and therefore part of nature to 

my young and unknowing eyes. 
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 Looking out at the paddocks now they seem manicured and almost sterile. The 

fences are arbitrary divisions and an imposition on the natural state of things. In the 

distance is a silo and for once I don't see it as a part of a beautiful farming landscape but 

as a sign of colonization. This thought churns in my stomach and I run faster. A statement 

Uncle Wayne made on the first day plays on my mind:  

“Rather than bringing the land under control through farming and agriculture, the 

Aboriginal people were engineering the land to produce for them.”  

The difference between these two ways of treating land are so apparent to me now. 

Unlike the traditional owners of the land, colonisers seek to control the land and 

subsequently misuse and neglect it. Like the cattle that turned the once soft wetlands 

hard, the European invasion transformed the landscape in a way that had far reaching 

consequences. Conversely, the Yorta Yorta people have an innate respect for the land that 

I can only appreciate and never fully understand. This respect manifests in the use of such 

things as traditional burning practices, ensuring that the land is used in a way that is 

sustainable. 

 The colonization imposed inappropriate and ill-considered western agricultural 

practices upon the Yorta Yorta land. So too did it impose western constructs upon the 

Yorta Yorta people with similarly devastating consequences. Often in the past, I’d 

considered the imposition of Western values of other cultures as a benevolent influence. 

So many moments over the last few days on country have proven how absolutely 

misguided that notion truly is. Take for example Uncle Cole’s success in the Koori Court. 

Koori Court, an Aboriginal legal system that is separate from the Australian Judicial 

system, aims to keep young Aboriginal people out of court. It is a beacon for how self-

governance within the Aboriginal community is vastly superior to the prevailing legal 

system. What struck me most was how the values used to evoke conscience in young 

individuals are completely separate from those used in a standard-fare court. The notion 

of respect for elders that is so intrinsic to Aboriginal society underpins the entire 

mechanism of the Koori Courts and it functions exceptionally well. Within a year of its 

establishment, letters flooded in commending the Koori Courts on their success. 

Astoundingly, 80% of people that pass through the Koori Court system never re-offend. 

This success elucidates that cultural values are more than the clothes you wear and the 
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food you eat. A cultural heritage can underpin the entire thought process of a community. 

The success of the Rumbalara Co-op is further evidence of this. Rejecting the notion of 

assimilation, the Aboriginal community rallied to transform the series of prefabricated 

houses at Rumbalara into a cultural centre that now employs over 100 Aboriginal people. 

With this in mind, it seems ludicrous that an imposed belief system, a legal system for 

example, could have any tangible benefit on an ethno-culturally distinct community.  

 I smile as I run. A lesson learnt: to respect a people one must respect their 

heritage, their belief system. The failure to do so is to disrespect their right to be a people 

and this is an injustice. 

 With this realization I turn around and head back towards the resort. Within a 

time that seems impossibly short, I’m running along the bank of great Dhungulla. As I 

run along the river, I watch the water flow with me. It seems peaceful and powerful all at 

once. I notice a floating stick, try to race it and fail abysmally. This river is powerful 

indeed. Like the water that flows down the backbone of Barmah the Yorta Yorta people 

are intrinsically powerful too.  

 

 I reflect upon how the properties of Dhungulla are manifest in the determination 

and patience of the Yorta Yorta people. When an object impedes the flow of a river, the 

river is patient. Slowly the river builds behind the object gaining strength and momentum 

until eventually the sheer force of the river overcomes the object and continues to flow 

again. Countless times the Yorta Yorta people have rallied in the face of adversity and 

mounting obstacles. When the western legal system failed them in the Native Title claims 

of 1996-98 they did not retreat but patiently navigated political channels to their 

entitlement. And like water they are adaptable. In a world where a western education is 

power the Yorta Yorta community has created the Yambeena training centre for TAFE 

certificates and the ASHE program to ensure that Aboriginal youth have every 

opportunity to complete a formal education despite the trial they face. My mind is drawn 

to the obstacles that the Yorta Yorta people still face. The re-opening of Dharnya, an 

educational centre closed down in a case of institutionalized racism, is an example. 

 However, if the past is any indication of the future I am certain it is a task that 

will be overcome with characteristic Yorta Yorta strength. The power and patience of 



On Country Learning: Indigenous Studies  Amy Gratton 

POLS30028  300020 

 

 

Dhungulla runs in their veins. Like the Red Gums that dot the banks, they stand tall and 

strong. The effects of their actions spread like the vast root structure, steadily breaking 

down years of compounded racism. I stop to watch the river, I watch the water surge and 

think of momentum. All we need is momentum. I vow to add myself to the plight, to add 

to the momentum and help to ease the injustice. 

 With so much resolved in my mind I’m walking now. How fitting that the land, 

the earth and the water would prompt me to reflect upon so much of the past week. A 

great respect for the people of Yorta Yorta overwhelms me. I bow down to touch the 

earth and thank the Yorta Yorta land and its people for sharing their stories. The truth 

beats in my heart and lights the fire in my belly: this always was and always will be Yorta 

Yorta land.  


