
POLS30028 On Country Learning   Caitlin Wood (360047) 

Reflective Piece Wayne Atkinson 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

The week spent on Yorta Yorta country this February was the most rewarding experiences I have 

had in three years at university. I definitely gained more knowledge and understanding of a group of 

Indigenous Australians than I ever have in lectures or tutorials on campus. We spent five days 

learning about the past history of the Yorta Yorta people, the importance of land, their current 

struggles and progress being made on important issues. I have chosen to reflect my week, what I 

learned and what I gained through my photography.  

 

 

 

The above photos display, in my opinion, some of the key concepts surrounding the Yorta Yorta 

community. It displays the sense of sharing and passing of knowledge through generations, the 

importance of community, caring for country and the importance of the past. It also displays a sense 

of family connection, not like the limited Western definition. The Yorta Yorta concept of family 

seems to move past this limited classification of typical nuclear groups but extending to and 

including anyone who wants to be. On country, everyone seemed to know each other, and greeted 

one another as “'Cuz” or “Unc” for example. The impact of such a tight-knit community is seen in 

some of the positive developments being made by Yorta Yorta people. The sense of belonging, not 

limited to skin colour or relationship, was extended to us students, and we were made to feel very 

welcome, something which we were all incredibly humbled by and grateful for.  
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During our week, we visited some important Indigenous sites, most of which are within the Barmah 

State Park, and are protected under the joint management plan recently secured by the Yorta Yorta 

people. We learned the background and significance of some of these sites and where to find them 

in Barmah. We were shown some of the YortaYorta's ancient 'middens' and 'mounds'. The mounds 

are sacred sites which can date back tens of thousands of years. They not only prove the incredible 

age of the Yorta Yorta people but also the complexity of their lives and food storage systems. The 

middens (in the second photo above) have also been proven, with the use of complex soil dating, 

the antiquity of the Yorta Yorta. Shown in the layers of rock are fossilised mussel shells, an 

important past food source for the Yorta Yorta community. The sites mentioned show the Yorta 

Yorta connection and care for land that has prevailed for thousands of years, taking into account 

seasons and sustainable use of the land and waters whilst maximising food production. It is 

incredible to me that none of these findings gave extra reason for the Native Title case. I again felt 

incredibly privileged to be allowed to see and understand these sites of importance, something 

which could not be achieved by looking at a photograph or a textbook.  
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Throughout the week music was interspersed into our learning, discussions, and winding down at 

night. The story-telling, teaching and entertainment provided by music definitely enabled a bonding 

between the group and also added to our understanding of some current pain felt by the Yorta Yorta. 

Music seemed to be another shared experience amongst some of the community; Wayne and other 

uncles taught Lou Bennett to play guitar, Sonya was also taught by family, and even little Violet had 

a go accompanying her mum. On our second night a small group of us were sitting around chatting, 

and were lucky enough to hear some stories and songs from Lou and Wayne. When the entire group 

joined in singing 'From Little Things Big Things Grow' I felt genuinely moved. Music is another 

unifying force that brings people and communities together in a positive way, where talent not race 

is the focus.  
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Another important visit On Country was to Cummeragunja Mission. This is where Sonya grew up 

and we therefore got a very detailed, first-hand account of what it was like and is still like for 

Indigenous people on the mission. The visit involved some shared story-telling and a tour around 

the old school house, which Sonya's mother had filled with photographs, news clippings and 

posters. The way stories and opinions were told throughout the week was also a foreign concept to 

the non-Indigenous students, used to a very formal setting of learning, being talked at rather than an 

interactive, open environment. There was also never any one person talking for a long period, but 

rather a sharing and jumping in with appropriate anecdotes between the teachers and questions from 

students.  
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This is an image of a now-closed cattle yard on the outskirts of the Barmah state park. It shows one 

of the major recent successes of the Yorta Yorta by stopping logging and cattle-grazing so that 

regeneration of the forest can begin. It is also a reminder of western imposition on Yorta Yorta land. 

The fences are around the state park as well protecting the important sites, but represent a foreign 

concept of enclosing the land. The aim is to eventually have no fencing around sites, but with 

brumbies and people trespassing, it is not yet achievable. Despite this win for the Yorta Yorta 

people, due to the failure of the Native Title case, this land is still not legally in their name. This is a 

fact which continues to upset and frustrate.  
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At our lecture at the Yambeena Training 

centre we covered the history of Yorta 

Yorta since colonisation, including the 

pivotal moment of the Cummeragunja 

walk-off. We also were lucky enough to 

hear from one of the Yorta Yorta senior 

elders ‘Uncle’ Cole Walker. He gave us an 

unplanned talk about his life, and his 

current roles in the community. This 

brought up interesting discussion, around 

the Koori courts which he is a part of, and 

the collection of stolen Indigenous 

remains for reburial.  
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The Rumbalara Health Centre was built on land that Yorta Yorta lived on after the mission walk off. 

One flat, which housed large families in a tiny space, is left on the grounds as a museum and 

reminder of the land's previous use. There were documents inside such as permission for an 

Indigenous person to move around freely, that were a horrible reminder of the not so distant past 

mistreatment by non-Indigenous Australians. The centre itself is a positive entity for the Yorta 

Yorta, employing a large number (140) of local Indigenous peoples. It includes not only primary 

health care services but also aged care, rehabilitation services, domestic violence centre, and 

education and employment services. It was a positive reminder for us of how the community can 

make positive steps towards a less-disadvantaged future, using Yorta Yorta knowledge and people in 

a modern way with government funding and cooperation. 
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The Dharnya centre, located on the edge of the state park was opened in 1980s as a cultural centre 

for Yorta Yorta community. The centre was designed to be a meeting place, learning room and a 

camp for families and communities. It was closed in 2007 by government due to 'white ants'. The 

tour of the centre was eye-opening and listening to the reasoning behind its closure was infuriating. 

There are different perspectives on why the centre closed, but the popular and reasonable 

explanation is one of ‘institutionalised racism’, the government underfunding and ignoring 

Indigenous people’s needs, and discouraging unity within the community. The closure of what was 

and could still be an amazing resource for the Yorta Yorta and surrounding community is something 

that the group felt was a crying shame.  
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One of the most positive and uplifting visits of our trip was to the Academy of Sport Health and 

Education (A.S.H.E) in Shepparton and the Rumbalara Football & Netball Club. ASHE provides 

education and training to about seventy students a year in areas such as sport and recreation. It uses 

a holistic view of education and focuses on first dealing with prevalent Indigenous issues such as 

housing, and counselling before expecting students to attend regular classes. It is a way to keep 

Indigenous youth in education who may be disillusioned with the mainstream schooling system. It 

has been successful at its aims due to having a strong focus on community and culture, and 

emphasising the importance of health and well-being. 

 

  

 

Both ASHE and Rumbalara were positive experiences as the focus was on the future and current 

successful ways of improving the opportunities of at-risk Indigenous young people. Before On 

Country I had not thought too much about the influence of sport on Indigenous communities. AFL 

in particular has had an extremely positive impact on not just smaller communities but Indigenous 

Australians in general. Sport seems, like music, to be a unifying activity in which race is not the 

focus but talent and team work. Both ASHE and Rumbalara encourage not only physical activity 

but promote positive self-worth and achievement, this could be applied to other areas of learning 

too, as a way of keeping young people involved in and enjoying school.   
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There were many concepts, personal stories, history and current goals and achievements learned 

over the space of On Country Learning, all of them memorable. I have taken away from it an even 

stronger sense of 'A fire in my belly' as Wayne would say, and want to see change occur not only on 

a national level but state and community as well. To start with, some of us from the trip have been 

gathering and having discussions about raising awareness of and gaining funding to reopen the 

Dharnya centre. The most important concept I learned was that of the Yorta Yorta phrase ‘Gulpa 

Ngawar’ or deep listening. This concept of learning outside of traditional restraints, with the use of 

all senses, is one in which Indigenous studies in particular would hugely benefit from. 


