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“From little things, big things grow” 
Rochelle Francis (586033) 

 

 

The week spent on Yorta Yorta country early this February was one of the most enriching experiences of my 

academic journey at the university but also of my life. I want to begin my reflections by describing my 

education around Indigenous Studies before the on country experience. I am currently beginning the final 

year of my undergraduate degree at the University of Melbourne completing a major in Politics and 

International Studies and knew close to nothing about Indigenous people, history and culture prior to the on 

country learning course. I can distinctly remember studying Indigenous affairs on two occasions in my 

academic life; the first was a film study on the Australian drama ‘Rabbit-Proof Fence’ during my early high 

school education and the second occasion was the Apology to Australia’s Indigenous Peoples. Beyond this, 

my understanding of Indigenous people, history and culture has otherwise been informed by popular culture 

through film: Australia, The Sapphires, Bran Nue Dae, the media and Indigenous ceremonial performances 
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at festivals and events. In hindsight, on all these occasions I was shown the beautiful parts of Indigenous 

culture and only recently noticed that all I was exposed to regarding Indigenous affairs was from the 

perspective of the white man. In my education of Indigenous affairs, there has always been a space where 

there exists a history of vulgarity, ugliness and pain. In my education, I’ve learnt about the dark history of 

other countries but not of my own because of the cult of secrecy that we live in where it's easy to forget and 

to become ignorant and complacent. On Country Learning: Indigenous Studies presented the perfect 

opportunity to challenge and change all that. 

 

In the next few paragraphs, I want to recount the events and the moments that took place whilst on country 

that were significant to me in my growth, understanding and learning in this course. 

 

Dirt Song 

On our first day on country Lou began with Dirt Song.  Upon hearing the title of the song, my narrow mind 

recognised that it would be a song about the land but not in the way that Lou described. Dirt song is a 

beautiful composition that tells of the Yorta Yorta people's connection to the land. It is a piece about the song 

line of the land and the flow of energy through her. It describes that when the land hurts, its people hurt and 

that when the land thrives, its people thrive. Whilst on country, I was able to witness that deep connection of 
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the Yorta Yorta people to their land and began to see the stories etched into the Yorta Yorta country, stories 

that are filled with beauty and hope but also much sadness and pain.  

 

 The archaeological evidence of Indigenous inhabitancies 6000 odd years ago in the Yorta Yorta country is 

overwhelming. One example was the mound which was used by Aboriginal people as a rubbish heap 6000 

years ago; the present day site of the mound manifests as a raised piece of land and is invisible to the 

common eye.  It is a devastating thought, that for 6000 years Indigenous people cared for their land, took 

from it only what they needed and engineered it to produce for them and Western colonisation over the last 

few centuries have almost destroyed this same land by asserting control over it. It is apparent to me now how 

differently Western and Indigenous populations perceive land and in a parallel way how differently Lou and I 

understood Dirt Song before she sung it for us on that day. 

 

The water rat 

The water rat is a moral story of the Yorta Yorta people that Lou shared with us on country. Oral knowledge 

and storytelling are the means of education and transfer of information from generation to generation in 

Indigenous communities. The most unique part of this course was that we experienced learning in the same 

way. As Lou instructed: ‘hear what I hear, see what I see, smell what I smell and taste what I taste’.  This was 
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a moment of great humility for me because Uncle Wayne, Lou and Shane were sharing stories and 

knowledge with us in the same way that they would pass on this knowledge to younger generations in 

Indigenous culture. In these moments, I felt truly embraced by the Yorta Yorta community. One thing I have 

noted about Indigenous people is their inclusive culture; all the teaching staff and the guest speakers that we 

heard from during the course are all connected to one another and although they might not be related, 

embrace each other as ‘cuz’. The fellowship in community of the Yorta Yorta people is a beautiful example 

that our society can learn from.  

 

Too advanced for their time  

Whilst on country, we cruised up the Dhungulla on a Kingfisher boat and heard stories from Uncle Wayne, 

Uncle Clive and Shane of the water practices and techniques used by their ancestors. For example: boats 

with rudders built from river red gum, the art of catching fish by tickling them on the belly to put them to sleep 

and then lifting them by the gill out of the water, using the bladder of the fish to determine their diet and their 

birthplace. I was absolutely astounded at how advanced the technologies of the Yorta Yorta people were for 

their time. Although this community remained at the hunter-gatherer level, their food production system was 

quite intricate and complex. This leads to the question: where would the Yorta Yorta people be now had 

colonisation not changed their course? 
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Whose country? 

One the last day on country, we visited the Academy of Sport Health and Education (A.S.H.E), the 

Rumbalara Football & Netball Club and the Rumbalara Health Centre; three thriving organisation that are 

working to build a future where Indigenous Australians are managing their own affairs and have equal 

opportunities to health, education and sport. One recurring issue that was raised at a few of the 

organisations we visited during the course was limited government resources. It is almost as if we as a nation 

take two steps in the right direction and one step back. This form of institutional racism points to a bigger 

question of ‘whose country?’ The answer to this lies in our actions to reconcile the injustices of our past. 

 

Gulpa Ngawar  

 On one of the days of the on country course, Lou Bennett sang for the oncountryers ‘14 Paul Kelly’s From 

little things big things grow. In my reflections detailed here I have tried to illustrate the little things that took 

place whilst on country that have informed my present understanding of the Yorta Yorta people, their 

connections with the land and their ongoing struggle to achieve land justice and protection of cultural 

heritage. I have attempted to describe the little things that I have learnt that I will carry with me for the rest of 
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my journey, the little things that have challenged me beyond myself and the little things that as Uncle Wayne 

rightly put it: have ignited the fire within my belly. 

 

Uncle Wayne told us stories of traditional practices by his Yorta Yorta ancestors who used fire and burning 

techniques to regenerate the land. In a similar way the Yorta Yorta generations following including Uncle 

Wayne, Lou Bennett and Shane Charles have harnessed the fire within them through the spear of the pen 

and the power of the voice to generate change in the land. Having borne witness to this, I am certain of one 

thing – the spirit of the Yorta Yorta people remains as strong as the roots of the River Red Gums that have 

dotted the banks of the Dhungulla for centuries and it is evident that from this, big things are growing.  

 

There are two things that the Yorta Yorta country and its people taught me: the first lesson is that wealth is 

not found in the material possessions of this world but lies in the spirit of one’s being – wealth is in the 

connections to family and land, the fellowship of community and the oral knowledge and storylines passed 

through the generations. The second lesson is the power of gulpa ngawar: a Yorta Yorta phrase to describe 

the concept of deep listening. I would like to extend a word of thanks to the Yorta Yorta people particularly 

Uncle Wayne, Lou Bennett and Shane Charles for sharing your stories, embracing us as your own and for 

creating a safe and sacred space for gulpa ngawar. The on country experience has gifted me with 
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knowledge and experiences than I would not find in any curriculum or textbook. The academic world 

particularly indigenous studies would benefit from these things but on a much larger scale, society has much 

to learn from you. 

 

 

 

 


