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It’s not fair. If I start crying I’ll never stop. I never will. Sometimes I’m so 
frightened of dropping a cup. Or tripping over a feather. Because if I trip I 

can’t [get up], I can’t do it. And they’re not going to take me out of the 
world like that. 

Joy Janaka Wiradjuri Williams, 2003

IF ONLY

If only I had the courage to
Trip over a white cockatoo feather!

Listen, sisters, I would fly with rage and
Let loose all the anger and

Hate –
On myself –
For being –

ME!

Joy Janaka Wiradjuri Williams, 1996





Joy, my mum? I liked her because she was upfront. I liked her sense of 
humour, her ways of caring even though they were a bit funny, the ways 
she loved kids, my kids. Her ways of sharing.

Getting on with her was not very easy, though we got on better as 
time went by. Don’t get me wrong, we had our blues, but we made 
up again. One time she was going to come round for my birthday, but 
she never showed up, then she wouldn’t answer the phone for two days. 
When I spoke to her again she said, ‘I just couldn’t. It would have hit 
me that you were really there back in my life.’ I can understand that. 
She lived without me for so many years she couldn’t face the reality that 
I was there, she couldn’t love me in the way she wanted. She tried to be 
a mum but she didn’t know how. 

I understand her life. I couldn’t believe half of what she’d done, 
especially all her education. All the drugs and alcohol, and she got off 
everything. I’m so proud of her. Stronger than me! And I’m strong. 
And whatever happened to me when I was born, I understand all those 
prescription drugs she had to take and what they did to her there. I 
have no resentment.

She gave me my Aboriginality. I’m in touch with all my relatives. 
Except one. I’m not just Koorie, I’m Wiradjuri, that’s the one I belong to. 
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On the Wednesday I heard that she had cancer so bad that it would 
all be over by Christmas. Two months to go! I started organising the 
house so we could have her to stay with us for a couple of nights until 
we got a bigger house. I got on the phone and got a bigger place, that 
was the Thursday, we were going to move in a couple of days.

On that night, she was still at home. A nurse stayed with her. She 
hadn’t heard mum for a while so she went in to the bedroom and found 
her on the bed and rolled her onto the ground to get to her face. She 
wasn’t breathing so she called the ambos and at a quarter to three on 
that Friday morning I got the phone call. 

Who knows what really happened? She didn’t want people to see 
her suffer. She died with a secret. 

Julie-Anne Williams



Much has been written about the rape of Africa in the late nineteenth 
century where Africans themselves have written about how they felt 
and what it was like to be invaded, conquered, colonised and inundated 
by rampant European capitalism. Yet until the 1960s it was rare for 
Aborigines to reconstruct their past in the form of a historiography, as 
presented here. In this work Peter Read is breaking new historiographical 
ground because he is not just highlighting an Aboriginal person’s life 
and works but revealing a new methodology in taking account of what 
Aboriginal people were thinking about themselves in those ways that 
Joy and others have come to identify as a ‘new’ historiography: an 
Indigenous one. In this book Peter Read offers a new direction of 
history, where feelings, poetry and dialogues by Joy Janaka Wiradjuri 
Williams are united. 

Read came from NSW to the Australian National University (ANU) 
to study for his history PhD, where his methodology was honed not just 
working with academics like Manning Clark and from reading Charles 
Rowley’s writings on Aboriginal policy and practice, but because he 
began working in close collaboration with Aborigines throughout 
NSW. There, like other scholars such as the ANU demographer Alan 
Grey, he began hearing another narrative different to the crucible of 
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British ‘mateship’ of gold-diggers, capitalism, soldiering in two wars 
and the harsh nature of wheat and sheep farming in the arable lands of 
hinterland Australia. A host of literary works came out of his academic 
studies and his political involvement in NSW. The metaphor he 
coined, ‘The Stolen Generations’, identified the political solution to the 
problems which Aborigines like Joy faced in an emerging postcolonial 
environment. In 1901, during the transition from British to Australian 
colonial ‘home rule’, the colonists invented ‘assimilation’ as a means of 
dispossessing Aborigines. This was the era in which Joy’s grandparents 
(Emmaline and Harry Williams), living between Narrandera, Brungle, 
Cowra and Murrumburrah, were subjugated by dispossession and 
colonial neglect and oppression. The patterns of further change set 
the scene for Joy’s mother and her own life beginning and following 
the same oppressive life; we then see their horror of what I call ‘the 
controllers of “protection and assimilation”’, that is, those religious 
and state agents who were responsible for doing the states’ bidding. In 
Peter’s hands a further ingredient is added – history from an Aboriginal 
perspective, a past built on colonial oppression and dispossession. 

It was while working close to Aboriginal social actors that the author 
was destined to meet Joy Janaka Wiradjuri Williams. Perhaps driven by 
the certainty and knowledge of the struggle that Joy (as I’ll call her) 
faced, including her untimely illness and death, Peter Read began 
reconstructing Joy’s tapes and her literary achievements for publication. 
Throughout the text he uses Joy’s direct speech and, in spite of her 
mental disability, her long and short term memory recall was sound and 
her account is taken directly from tapes they produced. 

The actual chronology of Joy’s life began shortly before she was 
born in 1943 after her mother Doretta (Dora) Williams had come 
from the Cootamundra Aboriginal girls’ home at the age of fourteen 
to work in service for numerous white families as a domestic servant. 
While working for a Sydney family, Doretta fell pregnant to a white 
soldier. She was then victimised again by the Aborigines Welfare Board 
which took the child (Joy) and placed her in the Bomaderry Aboriginal 
Children’s Home operated by the Uniting Church. 

Joy now followed an exact same life pattern as her mother. As 
she grew older she was taken from Bomaderry and sent, as many 
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young Aboriginal children were, to an institution where she eventually 
grew to working age, then on to Sydney to train as a nurse. Similarly, 
while in Sydney, Joy produced a child of her own, Julie-Anne, who 
was taken from her by the New South Wales Department of Child 
Welfare. Ultimately Joy’s daughter found her but like her mother and 
grandmother, she was unable to develop a normal family relationship.

In 1985, Joy met her extended family. This meeting was the 
beginning of a catharsis that still forces every member of the Williams 
family to revisit their own delusions caused by controls of the past 
conjured up by not just the Church but also by the state and by 
capitalism: a kind of peripheral class war. From the early 1960s Joy’s 
world was crushed – but not totally – by her own circumstances and 
by the influences of her dysfunctional family from which she could 
not escape. The significance of Joy’s life is the unspeakable pain and 
suffering, the bureaucratic indifference, the religious intolerance, the 
overt and covert racism matched by the brutality of those whose role 
was care, but who failed to exercise it.

This brings me to discuss more closely the question of ‘protectors 
and assimilators’, from Phillip, through to the Tasmanian Protector 
of Aborigines, G. A. Robinson, to the infamous A. O. Neville. 
Aborigines themselves must begin researching people such as these, and 
will continue to suffer while ever they leave their history to European 
and Australian historical scribes. This book has taken this approach – 
wittingly or unwittingly – head on. Through Joy’s mother we come 
to know those people who were given the responsibility for caring but 
treated their charges like criminals. The pressure on the children to 
discard their racial identity is here for all to see as is the effect it had 
on them as they struggled on a path from which some were unable to 
escape. In this way Joy symbolises many lives such as those represented 
in Charles Rowley’s The Destruction of Aboriginal Society. To the question 
‘You call yourself Janaka Wiradjuri all the time now?’ She replied, ‘Oh 
yes. Oh yes. But it feels funny talking about Aboriginality. I’ve got 
hundreds of books here about Koories. They’re about us. But who 
are we?’ Thus the reader gets a view of Joy’s – and others’ – battle 
with her identity, her mental state, her narcissism, her courage and her 
impending mortality. 
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To discuss civil liberties, rights and ‘reconciliation’ in the context 
of Joy’s life is crucial. As I write this, Aboriginal human rights are still 
being denied through the suspension of children’s rights.1 Australia has 
historically denied Aboriginal people’s human rights by operating ‘race’ 
relations couched in a philosophy of ‘doing the right thing’ or operating 
programs through Christian bodies under the guise of ‘Christian love’. 
The text shows clearly that Joy was told that she was given ‘God’s love’ 
in the way Christians administered the ‘assimilation’ program. I know 
there are many similar vignettes from my own mother’s life when, 
during the Second World War, she was evacuated from Alice Springs 
to work in a similar way for the Aboriginal Employment Program, in 
Sydney NSW. Like Dora, my mother became pregnant to a soldier 
passing through people’s homes, leaving the mothers to manage their 
interrupted lives on their own. From my own experience, hundreds of 
Aboriginal people were misled in the same way that other Aboriginal 
mothers were led to believe that they were being conscripted into 
programs of ‘good faith’ rather than ‘bad faith’. Civil liberties were 
never invoked. Rarely are they now. A recent example occurred when 
the recent federal government ‘intervention’ in the Northern Territory 
disposed of the ‘International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination’. Few Australian law experts spoke 
up in defence of those who live under the supposed protection of 
these international laws. Similarly, ‘Reconciliation’ as a national goal 
was adopted by governments and most Australians take it simply as 
a redemptive excuse for their own guilt. No thought is ever given 
to providing reparation for those Aborigines who lived and suffered 
under those responsible for the regimes of ‘protection and assimilation’. 
Some Christians were quick to say sorry to Aborigines as if they were 
kneeling down in a Friday night confessional! 

In many ways Peter Read knew Joy better than anybody. He 
knew the best way to combine his methodology, coupled with a new 
historiography dealing with reconstructing Aborigines’ past as a people 
without writing. As a historian he intervened in a textual way giving 
Joy’s biography and perspectives of her life. In this way Peter Read has 
achieved what he set out to do: to let an Aboriginal woman tell the 
biography of her shattered but triumphant life in her own way.



All courses on Aboriginal affairs should place documents like this on 
student reading lists and to present the new subject as one that teaches 
history for and about people without writing.

Professor Gordon Briscoe, Australian National University.

1  Gordon Briscoe, ‘Assimilation and Indifference: The Paradoxical Treatment of Indigenous 
Children in Central Australia, 1914-1951’, in G. Robinson, U. Eickelkamp, J. Goodnow 
and I. Katz (eds), Contexts of Child Development: Culture, Policy and Intervention, Charles 
Darwin University Press, Darwin NT, 2008, Chapter 1, pp. 7-22.
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When the manuscript was in draft form, I asked those with specialist 
knowledge of the mental health system in past decades – Ken Fraser, 
Mike Quaass, Doris Kordes and Libby Stiper – to comment on the 
scene set in Callan Park. Several members of Link-Up read the scene 
set in the Link-Up Office. Readers of the whole manuscript included 
Barbara Ward, Jessica and Tony Wilds, Tikka Wilson, Kaye Price, 
Barbara Nicholson and Margot Harker. Each contributed enormously 
in making suggestions ranging from the final shape of the book to 
eliminating historical anachronisms. Julie-Anne and Ben Williams 
added most generously their memories and reflections. Heather Goodall 
shared with me insights and suggestions over many years as to what final 
form the finished biography might take. Terri-ann White of UWA Press 
believed in the book from the beginning. Finally my partner, Jay Arthur, 
who took her share of hurts as well as friendship from Joy over more 
than twenty years and who supported the project and discussed every 
detail with me.

And thank you Joy Janaka for sharing so much of your life with 
me. Writing your biography has caused me just a little of the pain and 
sorrow that you endured for so long. But it increased, I hope, my deep 
understanding of you too.
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2006 (October)
Community Hall and the General Cemetery, Bodalla

Joy’s Funeral

1

1

After Joy’s sudden death her daughter Julie-Anne takes charge of the 
funeral proceedings.

In the Bodalla Community Hall, at 2.30 on the baking October 
afternoon, Peter begins.

—Joy Janaka Wiradjuri Williams once said about herself, ‘At the 
moment I feel like a television series, where different parts of me are so 
diverse. I’ve got a political background, I’ve got a musical background, 
I’ve got an academic background, I’ve got a homeless person’s 
background, I’ve got an alcoholic woman’s background, I’ve got a lot of 
other strong backgrounds. Somehow these things have to come together. 
Even when I die it’s still a bit of a jigsaw puzzle. Some day someone will 
work out what it’s all supposed to be because I have no idea myself.’ 

Together the mourners sing the hymns that have become part of 
southern Aboriginality in mourning, ‘The Old Rugged Cross’ and 
‘Amazing Grace’. After a lifetime of so fiercely rejecting the religion of 
the invaders, perhaps Joy would not have objected to the verse:
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Amazing grace, how sweet the sound
That sav’d a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found,
Was blind, but now I see.

Joy the wretched had indeed been lost, but she had immersed 
and saved herself in her once-forbidden and once-despised Wiradjuri 
culture.

After the service, the mourners drive a kilometre to the cemetery and 
gather in the Bodalla General Cemetery located at the edge of town 
amongst the paddocks. Here the tombstones of the pioneers seem almost 
to have sprung up inside the boundary fence like little gumtrees. But the 
grave of her mother, Doretta, chosen by Joy as her own burial site, has 
no headstone, has been lost and forgotten until its location is revealed 
by the cemetery register. In the blazing mid-spring heat, mourners toss 
earth and sprigs of wattle onto Doretta’s newly revealed coffin. The 
remains of Joy Janaka Wiradjuri Williams are lowered onto Doretta’s 
coffin.

As Joy is united with her mother forever, the Aboriginal pastor Ossie 
Cruise again presides over the funeral anthem of southern Aboriginal 
Australia. The tune of ‘Amazing Grace’, now played on the gumleaf, is 
the last sound absorbed by the mortal remains of Joy Janaka Wiradjuri.
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