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TO TEACHERS

Investigating Pioneers Who Made Australia is a series of evidence-based
investigative biographies of selected Australians from the past whose actions

shaped Australian history and identity, helping make the nation what it is today.

The series is relevant to aspects of History, English and Civics and Citizenship

at various year levels from Years 4-6 and 9-10.

OTHER CASE STUDIES IN THE SERIES ARE:

Mary Reibey Sidney Kidman Caroline Chisholm
(Year 4 and 5) (Year 5) (Year 5)

Charles Rasp Elizabeth Macarthur
(Year 5) (Year 5)

Bruce Smith H R Nicholls Howard Florey
(Year 9) (Year 9) (Year 10)

J

This classroom investigation of David Unaipon provides a structured set of

evidence and information that allows students to explore his life, and his
influence on the development of Australia.

It also involves students in a form of inquiry learning: the development and
exercise of the questioning and researching skills required at this level. It is

finding out by working out.
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CURRICULUM RELEVANCE

An investigation of the life of David Unaipon will help students understand the
background to the development of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander civil
rights in Australia during the twentieth century, as set out in the Australian
Curriculum: History.

HISTORICAL CONTENT YEAR 10

e the causes of First Nations Australians’ campaigns for rights and freedoms
before 1965, such as discriminatory legislation and policies, and the 1938 Day
of Mourning AC9HH10K09

e the contributions of significant individuals and groups in the campaign for the
recognition of the rights of First Nations Australians and the extent to which
they brought change to Australian society ACOHH10K10

¢ the significant events and methods in the movement for the civil rights of
First Nations Australians and the extent to which they contributed to change
AC9HH10K11

HISTORICAL SKILLS YEAR 10

QUESTIONING AND RESEARCHING
e develop and modify a range of historical questions about the past to inform historical
inquiry ACOHH10S01

e locate, identify and compare primary and secondary sources to use in a historical
inquiry ACO9HH10S02

USING HISTORICAL SOURCES
e identify the origin and content of sources, and explain the purpose and context of
primary and secondary sources ACOHH10S03

e explain the usefulness of primary and secondary sources, and the reliability of the
information as evidence ACOHH10S04

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES AND INTERPRETATIONS
e analyse cause and effect, and evaluate patterns of continuity and change ACO9HH10S05

e compare perspectives in sources and explain how these are influenced by significant
events, ideas, locations, beliefs and values ACOHH10S06

e analyse different and contested historical interpretations ACOHH10S07

COMMUNICATING

e create descriptions, explanations and historical arguments, using historical knowledge,
concepts and terms that incorporate and acknowledge evidence from sources
AC9HH10S08

)
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IN THE CLASSROOM

The suggested steps for using the resource in the classroom, with the appropriate
resources, are:

STEP

RESOURCE
PAGES

TIME

Introduce students to the portrait of David
Unaipon. Discuss the associated questions.

Explain to students that the task will be to explore
evidence to answer a series of questions about
Unaipon and his place in Australian history. They
do this by reconstructing Unaipon’s life from

the variety of Primary and Secondary evidence
provided.

Activity 1:
Meeting David
Unaipon

Activity 2:
Using Evidence to
Reconstruct a life

10
minutes

There are now three ways in which students could
explore the evidence to answer the questions.

A: Students as individuals look at all the evidence,
and answer the full set of questions.

OR

B: Individual students or a small group focuses on
one or two questions, uses the indicated evidence to
answer those questions, and reports their findings
back to the class, who can then complete the table.

OR

C: Individual students or a small group focuses on
one or two pieces of evidence, and works out which
of the questions the evidence helps them answer.
They report their findings back to the class, who
can then complete the table.

Evidence Sets 1-7

60-90
minutes

An important theme in Unaipon’s life is the
situation with Aboriginal Australians’ rights and
restrictions in the first half of the twentieth century.
Students can use the evidence to discuss the set of
questions about these rights and restrictions.

10-15
minutes

When students have looked at Activities 1-4 they
can use the information to complete Activity 5, the
summary of David Unaipon for the Hall of Fame.
They can then discuss their findings, and vote.

Activity 3:

Will you vote
David Unaipon into
the Hall of Fame?

20
Minutes
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ACTIVITY 1

MEET
DAVID UNAIPON

1. What can you say about this man?

2. What are your impressions of him?

T
b e S o
* “By DAVID UNAIPON

e 4

FIG 2: Cover of a pamphlet by David Unaipon
State Library of Victoria

3. Why might he have been an important figure in Australia?

4. When do you think this photograph was taken

1900-1920

1920-1940

1940-1960

After 1960

YOU HAVE DEVELOPED SOME IDEAS ABOUT THIS MAN.

IT IS TIME TO TEST THEM, USING EVIDENCE.

Pioneers of Australia David Unaipon
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ACTIVITY 2

>

- T

aspects

and

e

To help you explore these, we have created

11 specific questions for you to answer using
the evidence sets supplied. You might work
through all the questions and evidence
yourself, or you might divide the task, and
have individuals or a small group focusing on
each question and reporting back to the class.
The table of questions includes a guide to the
most relevant pieces of evidence to help you
answer that question.

When you have reconstructed David Unaipon’s
life, you can do the final activity: deciding

if you would vote him into the Australian
Pioneers Hall of Fame.

CAN YOU
PIECE
OGETHER

"% THIS MAN'S

LIFE?

Your task is to use evidence to understand

of the life of David Unaipon.

There are four main areas to explore:

* a general knowledge of his life;

¢ his ability and success or failure as an
inventor;

¢ his personal identity, especially the
Aboriginal and Christian elements of it;

¢ his place in Australian history and
national identity
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RECONSTRUCTING THE LIFE OF DAVID UNAIPON

QUESTION EVIDENCE SET YOUR ANSWER
WHAT WAS HIS MAIN WORK OR 1.5
OCCUPATION? ’

J
WAS HE BROUGHT UP IN
TRADITIONAL ABORIGINAL 1,2,3,5,6
CULTURE?

J
WHAT WAS HIS ATTITUDE TOWARDS 1.3.5.6.7
ABORIGINAL PEOPLE? T

J

WAS HE A NOTABLE INVENTOR? 1,2,4,7 )

WAS HE ACKNOWLEDGED AND 14.5.6
REWARDED DURING HIS LIFE? %995

J
DID HE HAVE EQUAL RIGHTS TO 1,3
OTHER AUSTRALIANS?

J
DID HE HAVE EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES 1,3,4
TO OTHER AUSTRALIANS?

J
WAS HE A SIGNIFICANT
CONTRIBUTOR TO UNDERSTANDING 1,5,6,7
ABORIGINAL CULTURE?
WAS HE A LEADER OF ABORIGINAL 1.5.6.7
PEOPLE? T

J
WAS HIS CHRISTIANITY IMPORTANT 1,2,5,6
TO HIM?

J

WHAT WERE HIS MOST IMPORTANT 1,2,3,4,5,6,7
ACHIEVEMENTS?

O
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AN OUTLINE OF THE LIFE OF
DAVID UNAIPON

Born in 1872 at Point McLeay Mission (now Raukkan) in South Australia and
near the mouth of the Murray River. The Mission was founded by the Aborigines’
Friends’ Association.

He was the 4th of 9 children of his Ngarrindjeri parents James and Nymbulda
Ngunaitponi.

The surname by which he is better known, Unaipon, is a simplification of his
real name that he invented in order to be more easily remembered by English-
speakers.

From the age of 7 he was educated at the Mission school.

He left school at 13 to work as a servant for CB Young, a member of the
Aborigines’ Friends’ Association, in Adelaide. He was encouraged there to read
widely and continue his education.

In 1890 he returned to Point McLeay as an apprentice bootmaker.
While there, he was appointed the Mission organist.

He returned to Adelaide to work as a storeman for an Adelaide bootmaker, then
went back to Point McLeay as a bookkeeper.

In 1902 he married Katherine Carter, an Aboriginal woman. The marriage was
not happy

He was employed by the Aborigines’ Friends’ Association to travel widely and
preach in support of the Point McLeay Mission, and to raise funds for them.

Between 1909 and 1944 he registered 19 patents for inventions, none of which
were converted into manufactured commercial products under his name.

In the 1920s he wrote articles for a Sydney newspaper, and self-published three
short booklets retelling Aboriginal stories and legends.

In 1925 he signed a contract with publisher Angus and Robertson to produce
a book of Australian Aboriginal tales and legends. He was a researcher for
government inquiries into Aboriginal treatment and welfare in 1926 and 1928-29.

In 1930 his manuscript collection of tales was published under the title Myths
and Legends of the Australian Aboriginals, but under another author’s name,
anthropologist William Ramsay Smith, and with some amendments. He was not
acknowledged in it.

In 1936 he differed from other Aboriginal leaders’ ideas about the future of
Aboriginal people, and criticised the 1938 Sesquicentenary (150th anniversary of
the arrival of the First Fleet) ‘Day of Mourning’ Aboriginal protest. He proposed
both that the Commonwealth should take over law-making about Australia’s
Aboriginal people (which was done after the 1967 Referendum), and that
Aboriginal people should live in a separate territory encompassing part of north
and central Australia.

He was awarded a Queen’s Coronation Medal in 1953 by the Australian
Government as one of the 11,561 awarded to distinguished Australians.

He retired from preaching in 1959.
He died in 1967, survived by a son.

Unaipon’s manuscript, Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines, was finally
published under his name in 2001.

Adapted from biographical material by Philip Jones in https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/unaipon-david-8898 and https://sahistoryhub.
history.sa.gov.au/people/david-unaipon
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DAVID UNAIPON ON
AUSTRALIAN BANKNOTES

David Unaipon features on two different Australian $50 notes. Look at these
reproductions of the details of him included on these notes, and answer the
questions about them.

- OLD BANKNOTE, 1995 — 2018 o

1: Find these features on the note and suggest what they

symbolise or tell us about the life of David Unaipon:

A The building:
B The drawing:
C The words:

- NEW BANKNOTE, 2018 - CURRENT —_—

S 32 g e

AUSTRALI

2: Find these features on the note and suggest what they

symbolise or tell us about the life of David Unaipon:

A The shields:

B The microscopic words behind his left shoulder:

C The art work:

3: What do you think they are telling us about David Unaipon?

You can check your ideas by looking at Source 2.3.

(o)
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AN EXPLANATION OF THE SYMBOLS INCLUDED
ON THE BANKNOTES.

Here are explanations of the features of the old and new
notes featuring David Unaipon:

1995 BANKNOTE

The building is the Mission church at Point McLeay. The two
figures in front of it are residents Polly Beck and Milerum
(Clarence Long), circa 1915.

The drawing is part of the patent application by Unaipon for
hand shears.

The words are part of the 1924-25 manuscript of Unaipon’s
preface to his book Legendary Tales of the Australian
Aborigines, submitted to publisher Angus and Robertson, and
published under the name of anthropologist William Ramsay
Smith as author/collector of the stories: As a full-blooded
member of my race I think I may claim to be the first - but

I hope not the last - to produce an enduring record of our
customs, beliefs and imaginings.

2018 BANKNOTE

The microscopic writing is a reproduction of the preface to
Unaipon’s Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines,
reproduced as Source 2.3.

The banknote shows shields from the Ngarrindjeri people
which depict particular clan groups, lands and waters, and
represent the kind of traditional technologies from which
Unaipon drew inspiration for his own inventions. It depicts
two types of shields used for defence against spears. Both were
decorated with ochres, white pipeclay and carvings.

The banknote also includes two paintings of symbolic naval
cords, partially behind the shields, painted by Yarraldi
Aboriginal artist Muriel Van Der Byl. These refer to the
explanation by Unaipon in the manuscript of Legendary
Tales of the Australian Aborigines of the symbolism of nhung
e umpie. This involves the exchange between tribes of a
preserved naval cord. The cord is a link between the moral
goodness of the mother and the innocence of the child, which
will develop to show worthiness of inheriting the mother’s
virtues. When the cord is exchanged between tribes, it
symbolises a binding of the two in good fellowship and alliance.

https://museum.rba.gov.au/exhibitions/first-nations-peoples-and-
australian-banknotes/innovation/

4: Looking at the two notes, how has the emphasis on symbols

associated with Unaipon’s significance changed?
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AN EXPLANATION OF THE SYMBOLS INCLUDED
ON THE BANKNOTES.
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Source: State Library of New South Wales
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ABORIGINAL RIGHTS

- ABORIGINAL RIGHTS AND RESTRICTIONS

David Unaipon was a South Australian Aboriginal person, so
was governed by the laws and policies of that state.

From 1824 South Australian Aboriginal people were British
subjects, but did not have full and equal citizenship rights to
other South Australian citizens.

During the nineteenth century, the emphasis of colonial
governments’ policies for Aboriginal people was on protection
from abuse and exploitation and government-run protectorates
and mission stations were established. Aboriginal people had
fewer rights than other Australians, for example there were
restrictions on the travel and movement of Aboriginal people,
and their ability to own property was limited.

A rare exception where South Australian Aboriginal people
had equal rights, and in fact more rights than people in

other colonies, was the granting of the right to vote — to all
Aboriginal men from 1857, and to Aboriginal women from 1894.

From 1934 the emphasis of laws was on assimilation of part-
Aboriginal people into society through the separation of part-
Aboriginal people from those who were fully tribal.

The definition of an Aboriginal person was broadened in 1939
to include anyone ‘descended from the original inhabitants

of Australia’. An exemption system was introduced at the
same time to allow Indigenous people, who ‘by reason of their
character, standard of intelligence, and development are
considered to be capable of living in the general community
without supervision’, to escape the application of the Act and
the control of the Aborigines’ Protection Board.

An exemption certificate entitled the holder to open a bank
account, receive certain Commonwealth social service benefits,
own land and purchase alcohol. All of these were denied to
Indigenous people under the Act. On the other hand, holders
of exemption certificates were not allowed to live with their
families on reserves and even had to apply for permission to
visit them. People could be stopped at any time by the police
and required to show their certificates as proof of their ‘status’.
Exempt families remained vulnerable to the removal of their
children, although for them a court hearing was necessary
under general child welfare legislation.

The full rights of Aboriginal people were established through a
series of state and Commonwealth laws from the 1960s.

Adapted from https://sahistoryhub.history.sa.gov.au/subjects/aboriginal-policy-and-administration#:~:text=The%20
Aboriginal %20 Affairs%20Act%20(1962,the%200ffence%200f%20consorting’ and https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/
bringing-them-home-chapter-8

®
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- UNAIPON AND ABORIGINAL ACTIVISM

‘In the 1920s and 1930s [Unaipon] influenced government
Aboriginal policy. Assisted by friends like Rev. John Sexton, Dr
Herbert Basedow, Sir George Murray and Dr Charles Duguid,
Unaipon remained relatively free from the official restraints
usually placed on Aborigines. In 1926 he appeared before
another royal commission into the treatment of Aborigines.

That year he also advocated a model Aboriginal state in an
attempt to provide a separate territory for Aborigines in central
and northern Australia; his involvement in the movement

may have contributed to his arrest in November on vagrancy
charges.

In 1928-29 he assisted the Bleakley inquiry into Aboriginal
welfare. By then the best-known Aborigine in Australia,
Unaipon was accepted as his people’s spokesman. His skill

in manipulating members of the press—who invariably
described him as a full-blood Aborigine—lent authenticity to his
statements at a time when governments were concerned with
the so-called ‘half-caste problem’.

In 1934 he urged the Commonwealth to take over Aboriginal
affairs and proposed that South Australia’s chief protector of
Aborigines be replaced by an independent board. Educated
Aboriginal men from Point McLeay and Point Pearce
supported him, among them Mark Wilson; their view that
the Aborigines’ transition to European society should be
facilitated through education was supported by the A.F.A. and
was later expressed in the Commonwealth’s assimilation policy.
Unaipon’s preference for gradual change was highlighted

by his disagreement with the New South Wales branch of

the Australian Aborigines’ League over its National Day of
Mourning on Australia Day, 1938’

Philip Jones, Unaipon, David (1872-1967)
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/unaipon-david-8898

2: What does his opposition to the 1938 Day of Mourning tell us about Aboriginal
attitudes to their place in Australian society at the time?

3: If Unaipon was an influential Aboriginal person, what was that influence on
non-Aboriginal Australians?

©
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DAVID UNAIPON THE INVENTOR

EXTRACT FROM A LETTER BY UNAIPON TO
DR H BASEDOW, ADELAIDE, 21 APRIL 1914

Sir,

I am an Australian aboriginal belong[ing] to the lower Murray
on Lake Alexandria know[n] as the Narringeri tribe; Born on
the Point McLeay Mission Station ... I was educated under the
teaching of Mr W. Hutley. I remember well some of the lessons
he gave: This in particular, we are living in a wonderful age in
which the world has made a wonderful progress: in Commerce
Science and Art what wonderful discoveries and inventions.

But; he went on to say there are three thing[s] that have baffled
science up to the present. The Elixir of Life, The Philosopher’s
Stone and Perpetual Motion. He told us about the many attempts
made to bring about perpetual motion but have failed. That

has made a great impression on my mind [and] gave me an
ambition to rise: I have experimented with gravit[at]ion to try
and bring about perpetual motion with the result I invented the
lateral motion applied to [my] sheep shearing machine.....

https://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/learning/biography-planner

EXTRACT OF A DRAWING SUBMITTED TO SUPPORT THE
GRANTING OF A PATENT FOR A SHEARING MACHINE

FIG7 Source: State Library of New South Wales
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- EXTRACT FROM THE ADELAIDE ADVERTISER

Unaipon’s invention was neatly described in the Adelaide
Advertiser in 1910 under the heading ‘An Ingenious Aboriginal’:

For five years he attempted to solve the hopeless problem of
perpetual motion as applied to machinery, and in the course

of his various experiments discovered what he describes

as a new method of dealing with the law of gravitation,

that is by diverting the attraction to a horizontal instead of

a perpendicular movement. He described his discovery to
Professor Chapman, of the Adelaide University, who advised
Unaipon to apply it to machinery. [Unaipon] showed how he had
adopted the professor’s advice. He has altered the mechanism
of a machine sheep shears by a device by which the curvilineal
motion of the shears is converted into a straight-line movement.

At present these machines cut the wool in a half-circular
manner, like the motion of the ordinary hand shears, or a pair
of scissors.

Adelaide Advertiser 10 May 1910 page 8

- THE ‘AUSTRALIAN DA VINCI’

Unaipon, a prolific inventor, has been called the Australian
Leonardo da Vinci for his mechanical ideas. These ideas
included pre-World War I drawings for a helicopter design,
based on the boomerang principle, and his research into the
polarisation of light. Unaipon took out provisional patents for
19 inventions between 1909 and 1944 but was unable to afford to
get any of them fully patented.

https://adelaideaz.com/articles/david-unaipon-invents-first-straight-line-shearing-machine-without-credit-or-compensation

- A FLYING MACHINE

Unaipon engaged with science as an inventor of machines,
with the social sciences and humanities as an author of literary
and ethnographic works, and with the history and philosophy
of religion through the many lectures he gave as a travelling
preacher.

In science he laboured to unlock the secrets of perpetual
motion in a search that lasted into old age. Drawing on the
aerodynamic qualities of the boomerang, he also proposed a
vertical lift flying machine a decade and a half prior to the
invention of the helicopter.

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/unaipon-behind-the-da-vinci-comparisons#:~:text=Unaipon%20engaged %20with %20
science%20as,gave%20as%20a%20travelling%20preacher.

©
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An Australian Aboriginal Inventor DAVID UNAIPON, the son of
the Chief of the Narrinyeri tribe, a full-blooded aboriginal from
the Port McLeay Mission Station on the Lower Murray, claims to
have invented a contrivance by means of which

aeroplanes can rise vertically from the ground without first
running along for some distance in order to gain impetus. How
he accomplished this, and the devices he intends to use to raise
the machine, Unaipon will not disclose at the present moment.
He is applying for patent rights; but when the manufacture of
some special appliances has been completed, he says that he
will be prepared to demonstrate.

Unaipon is a remarkable man in more ways than one. He is

a religious preacher, a research student, and an inventor of
more things than these new appliances—or whatever they may
be —for raising aeroplanes. The sheep-shearing machine is
practically his, for he claims to have discovered how to adapt
lateral motion for the use of the machine, while the adaptation
of parabolical motion to steam and internal combustion
engines—thus doing away with cranks —is another of his
discoveries. ...

His invention had its origin in a curious manner. He discovered
it by ‘applying to aeroplanes the principle underlying the flight
of a boomerang. “The flight of the boomerang,” he says, “is the
result of scientific laws which have been carefully thought out.
It is a great mistake to suppose that the peculiar curve and
weight of the boomerang are merely an accident, It took many
years of experiment to evolve the boomerang.”

Lone Hand, December 1 1914 page 25

- THE UNCREDITED INVENTOR

[Unaipon] also studied the machine used in sheep-shearing
and designed a modified handpiece. He was able to take out

a provisional patent on the idea but couldn’t afford to get it
fully protected. His design was later adopted. But, apart from a
1910 newspaper report acknowledging him as the inventor, he
received no credit or financial reward.

During his life he would take out provisional patents for 19
inventions. Sadly, he was never able to afford to take out a full
patent on any of them.

https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/david-ngunaitponi-unaipon#modal-19071

&
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LEGENDARY TALES OF THE
AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINES
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OF ABORIGINAL LEGENDS BY LEGENDS OF THE AUSTRALIAN
DAVID UNAIPON ABORIGINALS

- AN EVALUATION OF UNAIPON’S BOOK

David Unaipon’s Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines
is part of the classical culture of Australia. ...

In [the book] Unaipon wrote at once from an Indigenous and a
European viewpoint. He identified freely with ‘my race’, but he
also made derogatory remarks about the ‘primitive mind’ of his
people and ‘our little brain capacity’. Such words reveal much
about the way Unaipon engaged with colonialism. It reflects his
struggle to meet the demands of two cultures, which were often
pulling him in different directions. As an Indigenous South
Australian, he faced restrictions on what he could own, what
he could eat and drink, and where he could go. ...

In an era of legislated racial hierarchies, Unaipon used
Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines to appeal to

a common humanity. He hoped his readers would see that
‘Human nature is the same in the Australian Aboriginal as it is
in the white, brown or yellow man, irrespective of nationality,
language and religion’ ...

Billy Griffiths. Reading Australia: ‘Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines, by David Unaipon
https://www.australianbookreview.com.au/reading-australia/legendary-tales-of-the-australian-aborigines-by-david-unaipon

(17)
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DAVID UNAIPON SPEAKS TO US

DAVID UNAIPON’S ‘A BLACKFELLOW’S APPEAL TO WHITE
AUSTRALIA CONCERNING CHRISTIAN MISSIONS’

My Fellow Australians with White skins. ... I am myself a
product of your attempts at civilising the aborigines. I received
my first instruction in your language, ethics, morality and
religion from mission fathers, but, fortunately, that education
was completed by a white man who did not wear his collar
back to front, but represented another aspect of your culture. ...

I was only a child when, my father having been killed in

a tribal feud, my mother brought me to the mission. The
missionaries were extremely kind. They attended to my
physical well-being and, as soon as I was ripe for instruction,
they occupied themselves with my spiritual salvation. ...

My own memories of my race were dim and uncertain, and it
was not till long afterwards, when I met the sympathetic white
man I have already mentioned, that I was able to correct this
impression. ... He told me that our tribes were governed by
laws handed down from generation to generation, and that
they believed in a super- natural power that would punish

them for disobedience. The picture he painted of my people’s
achievements in depictive art, mimetic dances and social and
religious ceremonies contrasted strangely with my memories
of the miserable, depressed creatures who used to squat about
our mission compound, making sham boomerangs and raffia
work to sell to tourists. He told me that your exercise of the arts
consisted mainly of waiting for the next consignment of films
from America, while ours consisted of preparations for magical
dances designed to increase the natural food supply, and that
every man, woman and child engaged in it. ...

My people are children, when you take them out of their
natural habitat and subject them to your laws, confuse them
with your creeds and make them feel your power to grant or
withhold your benefits. Is it any wonder that the well-meaning
but ignorant men whom you have allowed to take charge of
us, have reduced us to that state of spiritual apathy when life
becomes no longer worth living?

NARRANYERI

Pandemonium, Volume 1, Number 5, June 1934, pages 1-3.

&
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POINT MCLEAY MISSION C. 1872
STATE LIBRARY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA

- AN ABORIGINAL PLEADS FOR HIS RACE’ BY DAVID UNAIPON

Full-blooded Member of the Narrinyeri Tribe. He was educated and
trained by the Aborigines’ Friends’ Association at Point McLeay Station.

Civilization has come to my people so suddenly that they have
not been able to adapt themselves to it. Evolution is a process
which takes time. Some people say the white man should leave
the aborigine alone, should not interfere with his customs and
his manner of living.

The white man must not leave the aborigine alone. We cannot
stand in the way of progress. The aborigine must not be left
alone in the middle of civilization. That would be like an
aborigine leaving a white man alone in the middle of the bush.

It is the duty of the white man to stand by the aborigine, to
guide him and help him until he can help himself in this new
word that has grown up round him. ...

If some sort of reserve were possible, in which only the good
influences of civilization could be felt, a new civilized race
could be built up. With a gradual process of introducing
Christianity and all the best civilization can give, the
aborigine would come up fully developed. It might take two
generations, perhaps more, but eventually we would be able to
take our stand among the civilized peoples.

https://find.slv.vic.gov.au/permalink/61SLV_INST/17t4912/alma999033463607636

©

Pioneers of Australia David Unaipon



®)

FIG 11

DAVID UNAIPON WITH ABORIGINES’ FRIENDS’
ASSOCIATION MISSIONARY

National Australia Archives A659, 1945/1/1470, 9029925

With the encouragement of Young, Unaipon had the freedom
and resources to pursue his wide-ranging interests. He read
widely, studied theology, mechanics and physics, educated
himself in languages and oratory, and played Bach on the
organ. In his 1954 pamphlet ‘My Life Story’, he described
himself as a ‘product of missionary work’ and believed that he
embodied the potential for ‘Aboriginal advancement’. He often
declared in his lectures for the Anglican Church: ‘Look at me
and you will see what the Bible can do’ (Jones, 1990: p. 303).
But he was also proud of his culture, and remained connected
to Ngarrindjeri traditions and philosophies. ...

https://readingaustralia.com.au/essays/legendary-tales-australian-aborigines/

Unaipon’s conviction that he was ‘a fair sample of what can
be accomplished if the aborigines are taken in hand when
young’ sent a clear message to his contemporaries that it

was justifiable to remove Aboriginal children from what

was considered a ‘degenerate’ environment. For Unaipon

an Aboriginal youth must either grow up in a harsh tribal
environment or be nurtured in a Christian home. Anything in
between was degenerate brought about by the demoralisation
of Aborigines by Europeans eager for their land.

Niel Gunson and David Unaipon , ‘An interview with David Unaipon’ Aboriginal History, 1999, Vol. 23 (1999), pp. 111-116
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We remember Unaipon as a da Vinci-like renaissance man,
an exceptional genius who stands apart from the normative
and persistent settler-colonial stereotypes of Aboriginal
intellectual deficit.

Yet throughout his writings and speeches to church groups
and others Unaipon consistently argued against the view that
he was an exception in respect to the general intelligence

he believed existed amongst the Ngarrindjeri and all other
Aboriginal peoples.

“I was always interested in inventing,” Unaipon is quoted as
saying in a 1914 interview published in Lone Hand, adding as
though unwilling to appear in any way exceptional, “as are
most aboriginals.”

Through his writings on the religious beliefs of his people,
Unaipon made it clear that he believed Aboriginal peoples
held moral equivalency with the settler-colonists.

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/unaipon-behind-the-da-vinci-comparisons

Source: State Library of New South Wales
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| SOME EVALUATIONS OF

DAVID UNAIPON

Regarded as a genius and a scholar for most of his adult
life, he proved the lie to the racial theories prevalent in the
1920s and 1930s, an era dominated by eugenics and flawed
intelligence tests ...

Niel Gunson and David Unaipon, ‘An interview with David Unaipon, Aboriginal History, Vol. 23 (1999), pp. 111-116

Now remembered for his writings, Unaipon achieved his main
impact through public speaking, delivering a potent message
that his people were actors in the historical present, not in a
primitive past.

Philip Jones, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ‘David Unaipon’

Unaipon was a master of the English language and a
gifted writer. He is today celebrated as the first Australian
Aboriginal author to be published in English.

https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/david-ngunaitponi-unaipon#

Although Unaipon did not achieve fame as an author within his
lifetime, he was widely celebrated as a scientist and inventor.

Billy Griffiths, Reading Australia: ‘Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines, by David Unaipon
https://www.australianbookreview.com.au/reading-australia/legendary-tales-of-the-australian-aborigines-by-david-unaipon

Despite his lowly occupational pursuits, Unaipon arguably
became the most famous Aboriginal person in the world during
the period between Australian federation and the outbreak of
World War Two.

His fame was built on a tireless and lifelong commitment to the
pursuit of knowledge.

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/unaipon-behind-the-da-vinci-comparisons
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MEMORIAL TO DAVID UNAIPON AT HIS GRAVE IN
RAUKKAN ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY

THE MEMORIAL READS

DAVID UNAIPON
(1872 - 1967)

THE FIRST ABORIGINAL PERSON TO FEATURE ON AN AUSTRALIAN BANKNOTE,
WAS BORN A NGARRINDJERI ON THE BANKS OF THE RIVER MURRAY.

HE WENT TO SCHOOL AND LIVED MUCH OF HIS LIFE HERE AT RAUKKAN
(POINT MCLEAY).

ALSO FEATURED ON THE $50 BANK NOTE IS THE CHAPEL, BUILT IN 1868 UNDER
THE DIRECTION OF REV GEORGE TAPLIN.

SCIENTIST, INVENTOR, LAY PREACHER, AUTHOR AND MUSICIAN, MR UNAIPON
DEDICATED HIMSELEF TO ADVANCING THE RIGHTS OF ABORIGINAL PEOPLE.

“IN MY DESPAIRING MOMENTS PROVIDENCE HAS ENABLED ME TO TAKE
HEART AGAIN AND CONTINUE MY ADVOCACY OF THE RIGHTS OF ABORIGINES
TO OCCUPY A MORE WORTHY PLACE IN THE LIFE OF THE NATION.”

Pioneers of Australia David Unaipon
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ACTIVITY 3

WILL YOU VOTE DAVID UNAIPON
INTO THE HALL OF FAME?

You have now learned a lot about David Unaipon.

One way of thinking about his significance is to imagine that
you are at a meeting of the group that will decide if people will
be voted in to the Australian Pioneers Hall of Fame.

The Australian Pioneers Hall of Fame recognises people who
have made a special contribution to Australia. They have helped
malke it a great nation, and a great place to live today.

The people in the Australian Pioneers Hall of Fame showed great
personal qualities, and did things that helped develop the nation.

Today your task is to decide if a new candidate should be
admitted. That candidate is: DAVID UNAIPON

Your task is to complete the Hall of Fame Summary Page for
him from the information you have, and to decide if he should be
voted in to this imaginary organisation.
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HALL OF FAME SUMMARY PAGE
FOR DAVID UNAIPON

WHAT IS HIS NAME?

WHERE WAS HE BORN?

WHEN DID HE LIVE?

(Mark this on the Australian History Timeline below)

AUSTRALIAN HISTORY TIMELINE

WHAT FAMILY DID HE HAVE?

WHAT WAS HIS OCCUPATION OR JOB?

WHAT PERSONAL QUALITIES DID HE HAVE? 1

(List at least 3)

WHAT DID HE DO THAT WAS IMPORTANT FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF AUSTRALIA?

IF YOU COULD MEET HIM TODAY WHAT ARE TWO QUESTIONS YOU WOULD ASK HIM?

1

2

WILL YOU VOTE HIM INTO THE AUSTRALIAN HALL OF FAME? YES J NO J
WHY?

Pioneers of Australia David Unaipon
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