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Cartwarra or what?  
Selected poems & stories 
Written by Alf Taylor

OVERVIEW

Cartwarra or what? Selected poems and stories is a 
compendium of Alf’s works that span several literary 
genres, and is representative of an older generation of 
Blak writers who were survivors of the Stolen Generations. 
His poetry and short stories have been anthologised and 
published in various collections, spanning a career of over 
30 years. This collection delicately weaves together his 
past works for a new generation, in which not much has 
changed. 

This collection of stories and poems is, at best, raw, 
intermittently melodramatic, but always full of colourful, 
engaging characters imbued with playful humour and 
ironic storytelling. Alf seamlessly captures human frailty, 
in all its contradictions, and seizes upon ironies that 
coexist, merge and jostle for light and space in everyday 
Nyoongar life. Alf’s storytelling exposes the uncomfortable 
truths of alcoholism, separation from family, community 
and land, grief and the profound loss of identity on the 
everyday life of his Aboriginal characters. Alf’s stories 
and poems offer a vivid picture of the care, kindness and 
gentleness of Aboriginal families and communities and 
their enduring strength, resourcefulness and power.

•	 Foreword by Dennis Haskell, Australian poet, critic and 
academic

•	 Extraordinary storyteller writing about identity, place 
and life

•	 Engaging and highly evocative poetry and short stories 
about life on the fringes

•	 Strong First Nations urban history, for all Australians

•	 An Elder Blak Poet for a new generation

•	 What’s old is new again

•	 Own Voice, Own Stories

ABOUT THE AUTHOR & ILLUSTRATOR

Alf Taylor spent his childhood growing up in New Norcia 
Mission, Western Australia, and upon leaving he worked 
around Perth and Geraldton as a seasonal farm worker, 
before he joined the Armed Forces. After a marriage, 
seven children and a divorce, Alf found his voice as a 
writer and poet.

Alf’s father’s name was Rosendo Taylor and he married 
Alf’s Mother, Queenie Harris, who came from the Fraser 
Ranges, not far from Norseman. His Mother belonged to 
the Ngadu people, from the Norseman area.

THEMES

•	 History

•	 Stolen Generations

•	 Family

•	 Identity

•	 Indigenous culture

AUDIENCE AND WRITING STYLE

Cartwarra or what? Is a compendium of short stories and 
poems. This book contains adult themes and provides a 
real insight into the effects of white government policies. 
It is recommended for ages 16 and over.

The book is a mixture of short stories and poems, 
seamlessly intertwined to complement the themes 
throughout each story. Alf Taylor has woven a strong link 
between history, trauma, ways of life and family links. 
The cover artwork by Kamsani Bin Salleh is a beautiful 
representation of the Waalitj (eagle). The writing style is 
easy to follow and will be accessible to all reading levels 
for senior secondary years. Nyoongar language is used 
throughout the book. This book allows readers to gain 
insight into lesser-known Indigenous customs and ways of 
life, ones that are a result of our history and have become 
intertwined in cultural norms.
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CULTURAL NOTES
Cartwarra or what? explores racism, Stolen Generations, trauma, alcoholism, family connections, cultural norms, and 
community. First Nations teachers and students are advised that several short stories and poems directly refer to 
children being stolen, racism and trauma. References to religion and the New Norcia mission are used throughout the 
text.

LINKS TO THE AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM

This book and the classroom activities provided are primarily relevant to the following areas of the Australian 
Curriculum:

Learning area    Year level 
English    Years 10-12

This book and the classroom activities provided are primarily relevant to the following areas of the Australian 
Curriculum, as well as various Senior Secondary English and Syllabuses in most Australian States and Territories:

Australian Curriculum:  
English    Year 10 
Senior Secondary English  Years 11-12

The appendix highlights relevant content descriptions, cross-curriculum priorities and general capabilities that relate to 
the text and classroom ideas provided.

CLASSROOM IDEAS

English

•	 Prior to reading the book, students are encouraged 
to listen to this interview featuring Alf Taylor. This 
interview provides a good understanding into Alf’s life 
story. 

•	 Based on the interview above, what recurrent themes 
emerged in Alf’s life? Create a mind map demonstrating 
these themes and elaborating on the effects of 
government intervention on First Nations people.

•	 As you read the book, identify a list of words (Both 
Nyoongar and Aboriginal English) that are unfamiliar to 
you. List them as you go and research the meaning of 
each word.

•	 Why is it integral for Aboriginal people to use language? 
How does this effect the passing down of culture?

o Pages 1-6 of Cartwarra or what? depict the harms 
inflicted on children taken to the Mogumber 
Mission because of the 1905 Act. What images 
comes to mind when you read ‘Didgeridoo and 
Clapsticks’(pp.1)?

•	 Describe the juxtaposition between culture and mission 
life in ‘The Mission’ (pp.4) and ‘Sing the Songs’ (pp.5).

•	 ‘Mogumber, I Survived’ (pp.7) is dedicated to Rev. Sealin 
Garlett. Listen to this interview of Rev. Garlett’s life 
story. Rev. Garlett speaks of the gulf between living in 
poverty with his family on Country and being forced 
into a mission with a roof over his head, yearning to 
go home. What or who did the author credit to his 
survival? 

o Link the experiences, challenges and modes of 
survival of Rev. Garlett and the author.

•	 ‘Wildflower Girl’ (pp.9) is written in Ngadju country. 
Identify the use of imagery throughout the text. Why is 
imagery so significant in this story? What effect does it 
have on the reader? 

o Provide two examples from ‘Wildflower Girl’ 
representing the knife’s edge Aboriginal people lived 
on: Wanting to connect to country and culture and 
simultaneously fearful of the ‘genocidal wave slowly 
drowning her people’.

•	 ‘Dreamer’ (pp.18) utilises free verse to capture the 
longing for culture and belonging taken from the author 
as a result of being stolen. Discuss how this technique 
contributes to the narrative depicting the stolen 
generations. 

•	 ‘Gimme Charge’ (pp.19) includes Aboriginal English, a 
language used by First Nations people Australia wide. 
Use this link Aboriginal English to learn more about this 
as it is a significant device, along with the use of the 
authors Nyoongar language throughout the book.

•	 ‘Charlie’ (pp.23) outlines a story of survival in 
an alternate way. Explain the importance of 
making connections and establishing non-verbal 
communication when meeting different language 
groups.

o What challenges did Charlie face when talking to 
Curtis and Uncle?

o Explain the use of humour when dealing with 
challenges and racism in this story.

https://www.noongarculture.org.au/missions/
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/god,-the-devil-and-me:-alf-taylors-memoir-of-a-broken-childhood/13107484
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/god,-the-devil-and-me:-alf-taylors-memoir-of-a-broken-childhood/13107484
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/god,-the-devil-and-me:-alf-taylors-memoir-of-a-broken-childhood/13107484
https://www.abc.net.au/perth/who-are-you-sealin-garlett/8394814
https://nntac.org.au/our-country/
https://aiatsis.gov.au/blog/aboriginal-english
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CLASSROOM IDEAS CONT.

•	 ‘Citizenship Rights’ (pp.31) delves into self-
determination (the right to make social, cultural, 
economic decisions in the best interests of First 
Nations people) and the 1967 referendum. Using these 
factors, create a flow chart that originates with a lack 
of self determination and citizenship, and ends in 
reliance on a government system that does not uphold 
self-determination. 

•	 Begin a diary entry with the phrase ‘They wouldn’t 
listen, we couldn’t do things our own way’. Your task 
is to write the rest of the diary entry, including words 
such as self-determination, autonomy, freedom and 
rights. 

o To what extent should people be able to do as they 
please and live life the way they choose to? Why 
weren’t Aboriginal people able to do this?

•	 ‘Moorditj Yorgah’ (pp.34) is a celebration of Nyoongar 
language and love. Translate the words you are familiar 
with from Nyoongar to standard English. 

o What are the benefits of using free verse in this 
text? What does it allow the author to celebrate? 

o An ode to a woman and a promise to get off the 
gerbah and gunja, this poem finishes with the line 
‘Um Shame’. Define the meaning of shame and 
discuss why the author was feeling shame. 

•	 ‘Uncle Dollar’ (pp.39) Is a story about kinship, sharing 
and spirituality. Create a column for each topic and 
outline examples of each from the text. 

•	 ‘The Last Plot’ (pp.48) is multilayered in cultural 
references. Identify what these cultural references 
are (language, customs, the concept of money and 
friendship). 

o What was the last plot? Why was this so significant 
to the characters?

•	 ‘People of the Park’ (pp.61) describes an internal and 
external view towards sitting, talking and healing. What 
are the misconceptions from an outsider’s view? 

•	 ‘Gerbah’ (pp.64) and ‘What If’ (pp.65) share similar 
themes and devices. Identify and describe the 
similarities. 

•	 ‘Untitled’ (pp.67) is a reclamation of culture after 
mission life. What is the fundamental message of this 
text? 

•	 ‘’88’ (pp.70) has many similarities to current day 
events. Describe and discuss the issues raised in ’88 
that are still occurring today.

•	 ‘Before the Sun’ (pp.72) utilises an array of Aboriginal 
English/ Nyoongar throughout the text. Identify the 
Aboriginal English phrases and provide a standard 
English description for each phrase. 

o The text provides an insight into Indigenous 
education and the notion of going away to gain a 

‘better’ education. What are the pros and cons of 
this model? 

•	 ‘Dole Cheque’ (pp.81) uses a specific poetic device. 
What is the device? What is the benefit of using this 
device? 

•	 Provide an insight into the effectiveness of repetition in 
‘Black Skin’ (pp.102). What is the author conveying using 
‘black skin’?

•	 ‘Young Warrior’ (pp.104), ‘Who You’ (pp.105) and ‘Forget’ 
(pp.107) explore the polarity between culture and 
living in the colonised world. Using this video, write a 
reflection on the polarity between the two worlds. 

•	 ‘Aunty Flo’ (pp.108) and ‘Uncle Jacko’ (pp.226) allow 
the reader to gain an insight into First Nations ways of 
living and doing. Reflect on these stories and write a 
synopsis for each one. 

o What language techniques made the stories so 
relevant? Why did the author use these techniques?

•	 Discuss your understanding of the frontier wars and 
massacres of First peoples. How does ‘Binjareb Spear’ 
(pp.127) delve into this history?

•	 ‘The Land’ (pp.128) provides an insight into the concept 
and significance of Country. 

o Discuss the use of line breaks and absence of 
full stops – how does this support the author’s 
message?

o Explain the significance of ‘Country’ for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people.

o Why is it vital to utilise ancient knowledge of 
Country in the modern day? 

•	 ‘The Wool Pickers’ (pp.130) denotes themes of boyyah 
(money), family, survival and culture. Explain the 
author’s way of connecting each of these themes in the 
story.  

•	 ‘Singer Songwriter’ (pp.139) tells the story of different 
cultural norms within each First Nations community. 
Explain the differences between the characters Jim and 
Shorty.

o Explore the AIATSIS map. How many language 
groups are there? How does this support the 
cultural differences in the story?

•	 ‘Just Have a Go’ (pp.151) comments on the 1967 
Referendum.

o Did the treatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people improve once this referendum was 
passed? Explain.

o Describe the use of words such as ‘quadroon’ ‘half 
caste’ ‘full blood’. Why were these phrases used? 

o What connection do these phrases have to the 
Stolen generation s?

o What was the ‘goal’ of A.O Neville?

https://www.australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/1967-referendum/
https://www.commonground.org.au/learn/deaths-in-custody
https://www.ictv.com.au/video/item/7445
https://c21ch.newcastle.edu.au/colonialmassacres/statistics.php
https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/map-indigenous-australia
https://www.abc.net.au/rightwrongs/story/colour-coding/
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APPENDIX – LINKS TO THE AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM

Year English  
10 Language

•	 Understand how language use can have inclusive and exclusive social effects, and can empower or 
disempower people (ACELA1564)

•	 Understand that people’s evaluations of texts are influenced by their value systems, the context and the 
purpose and mode of communication (ACELA1565)

Literature

•	 Compare and evaluate a range of representations of individuals and groups in different historical, social 
and cultural contexts (ACELT1639)

•	 Reflect on, extend, endorse or refute others’ interpretations of and responses to literature (ACELT1640)

•	 Evaluate the social, moral and ethical positions represented in texts (ACELT1812)

•	 Identify, explain and discuss how narrative viewpoint, structure, characterisation and devices including 
analogy and satire shape different interpretations and responses to a text (ACELT1642)

•	 Compare and evaluate how ‘voice’ as a literary device can be used in a range of different types of texts

•	 such as poetry to evoke particular emotional responses (ACELT1643)

11/12 •	 Purpose, taking into account that a text’s purpose is often open to debate (ACEEN008)
•	 Personal, social and cultural context (ACEEN009)
•	 The use of imaginative, persuasive and interpretive techniques. (ACEEN010)
•	 Analysing the ways language features, text structures and stylistic choices shape points of view 

and influence audiences (ACEEN024)
•	 Evaluating the effects of rhetorical devices, for example, emphasis, emotive language and 

imagery in the construction of argument (ACEEN025)
•	 Analysing the effects of using multimodal and digital conventions such as navigation, sound and 

image (ACEEN026)
•	 Analysing how attitude and mood are created, for example, through the use of humour in satire 

and parody. (ACEEN027)

https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?q=ACELA1564&advancedSearch=false&homeSearch=true&field=title&field=text.all&field=topic
https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?q=ACELA1565&advancedSearch=false&homeSearch=true&field=title&field=text.all&field=topic
https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?q=ACELT1639&advancedSearch=false&homeSearch=true&field=title&field=text.all&field=topic
https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?q=ACELT1640&advancedSearch=false&homeSearch=true&field=title&field=text.all&field=topic
https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?q=ACELT1640&advancedSearch=false&homeSearch=true&field=title&field=text.all&field=topic
https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?q=ACELT1642&advancedSearch=false&homeSearch=true&field=title&field=text.all&field=topic
https://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/search?q=ACELT1643&advancedSearch=false&homeSearch=true&field=title&field=text.all&field=topic
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/senior-secondary-curriculum/english/english/?unit=Unit+1&unit=Unit+2&unit=Unit+3&unit=Unit+4
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/senior-secondary-curriculum/english/english/?unit=Unit+1&unit=Unit+2&unit=Unit+3&unit=Unit+4
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/senior-secondary-curriculum/english/english/?unit=Unit+1&unit=Unit+2&unit=Unit+3&unit=Unit+4
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/senior-secondary-curriculum/english/english/?unit=Unit+1&unit=Unit+2&unit=Unit+3&unit=Unit+4
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/senior-secondary-curriculum/english/english/?unit=Unit+1&unit=Unit+2&unit=Unit+3&unit=Unit+4
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/senior-secondary-curriculum/english/english/?unit=Unit+1&unit=Unit+2&unit=Unit+3&unit=Unit+4
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/senior-secondary-curriculum/english/english/?unit=Unit+1&unit=Unit+2&unit=Unit+3&unit=Unit+4

