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e

1. In tro duc tion
Over the last three de cades a rich seam of In di ge nous life- writing has
emer ged in Aus tra lia, much of which (since it is an es sen tial ly fe male
phe no me non) is de vo ted to Abo ri gi nal women’s re col lec tions of wor‐ 
king as hou se maids in white people’s homes. Du ring the same per iod
Abo ri gi nal do mes tic ser vice du ring the first half of the twen tieth cen‐ 
tu ry has be come the focus of ex ten sive in ves ti ga tion by a new ge ne‐ 
ra tion of Aus tra lian his to rio gra phers. The re la tion ship set tler Aus tra ‐
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lians had with their Abo ri gi nal ser vants was, both sets of tex tual evi‐ 
dence at test, for the most part, control ling, sa dis tic and dee ply roo‐ 
ted in fee lings of ra cial su per io ri ty. It bore, in other words, more than
a pas sing re sem blance to that which flou ri shed under re gimes of for‐ 
mal en sla ve ment in other parts of the world.

The ana lo gy of sla ve ry is far from hy per bo lic, the de fi ning ele ments of
the slave’s ex pe rience being ea si ly re co gni sable both in au to bio gra‐ 
phi cal por traits of the Abo ri gi nal ser vant’s life and in the rea li ties of
in den tu red do mes tic ser vice for In di ge nous women re cent ly illu mi‐ 
na ted in re search conduc ted by aca de mic his to rians. 1 Ins tances of
concor dance in clude: the lack of fi nan cial re mu ne ra tion for work
done; the ab sence of ho li days or any free time; the im pos si bi li ty of
quit ting ‘em ploy ment’ ho we ver in to le rable the treat ment in flic ted by
mas ters or mis tresses; the flog gings to which ru na way ser vants were
rou ti ne ly sub jec ted; the com mon per cep tion among pas to ral sta tion
ow ners that In di ge nous do mes tic wor kers were sta tion pro per ty; the
for ced re mo val of chil dren born to black ser vants; and the threat of
psy cho lo gi cal and/or phy si cal ag gres sion that over sha do wed the do‐ 
mes tic’s daily exis tence. Of the many points of conver gence bet ween
the aca de mic li te ra ture and the au to bio gra phi cal ac counts, one of the
most re cur rent is the em pha sis given to the sexual abuse of Abo ri gi‐ 
nal do mes tic ser vants by their white mas ters. It is this as pect of the
master- servant in ter face and, more spe ci fi cal ly, its re pre sen ta tion in
two ico nic works of Aus tra lian li te ra ture that consti tute the main
focus of the fol lo wing ar ticle.

2

2. White set tler de sire for black
bo dies
White set tlers’ pre di lec tion for sex with Abo ri gi nal women was
known col lo quial ly as ‘black vel vet’, a term which, as Liz Conor ex‐ 
plains, is an “ex pli cit re fe rence to the tac tile sen sa tions as so cia ted
with illi cit white contact with ra cia li sed ge ni tals”. (Conor, 2013� 51)
While not open ly re fer red to in po lite so cie ty, both the term, ‘black
vel vet’ and the phe no me non it si gni fied were well- known and wi de ly
re cor ded in co lo nial Aus tra lia. Han nah Ro bert re ports that re fe rences
to set tlers’ sexual liai sons with Abo ri gi nal girls and women are found
“in of fi cial re cords, mis sio na ry re ports, jour nals, oral his to ries, li te ra ‐
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ture and po pu lar culture”. (Ro bert, 2001� 71) John Ches ter man and
Brian Gal li gan as sert, more as trin gent ly, that the ar chi val evi dence
sup ports “the fair ly un con ten tious conclu sion that Abo ri gi nal women
and girls were re gu lar ly and often sys te ma ti cal ly abu sed by white
set tlers”. (Ches ter man and Gal li gan, 1997� 35)

Dis pla cing their lust for In di ge nous women onto the ob jects of their
fan ta sies, white “gin jo ckies”, as they were lewd ly des cri bed, spoke of
Abo ri gi nal girls “as founts of in sa tiable li bi di nal de sire” (Evans, 1999�
206) – a dis cur sive ma noeuvre that conve nient ly ab sol ved them from
ha ving to re strain, or even ack now ledge, their own vo ra cious ap pe tite
for black women’s bo dies. Given the context, it is hard ly sur pri sing to
find that, as one of the contem po ra ry com men ta tors quo ted by Ro‐ 
bert ob serves, “ra ping an Abo ri gi nal woman was a com mon en ough
fact of life” in Aus tra lia. (Ro bert, 2001� 75) In her ana ly sis of the coer‐ 
cive sexual re la tions that white males had with na tive women in early
twentieth- century co lo nial cultures, Ann Laura Sto ler makes the im‐ 
por tant point that “sexual abuse of black women was not clas si fied as
rape and the re fore was not le gal ly ac tio nable”. (Sto ler, 1989� 641)
Com men ting on this ano ma ly, Na tive Ame ri can legal spe cia list, Sarah
Deer ex plains that: “[t]he co lo nia list mind set could not conceive of a
legal wrong in ra ping a Na tive woman. Na tive women were de va lued
and de ba sed, and their abuse was seen as being out side the law”.
(Deer, 2004� 125) While the legal si tua tion in Aus tra lia was so mew hat
dif ferent, the final out come was sub stan tial ly the same since “[c]ases
of white men ra ping Abo ri gi nal women were ra re ly brought to court
and ten ded to have low suc cess rates”. 2

4

The sense of im pu ni ty with which white Aus tra lian males felt able to
act out their pre da to ry sexual im pulses was, of course, consi de ra bly
rein for ced in cir cum stances where the prey was a ser vant girl and
the pre da tor ope ra ted from a po si tion of both so cial and ra cial su per‐ 
io ri ty. The op por tu ni ties of fe red both by daily contact and the pri vate
spaces that most middle- class homes af for ded fur ther fa ci li ta ted
white male ac cess to the bo dies of young black su bal terns. In deed,
many Abo ri gi nal ser vants re mem ber the ex pe rience of wor king for
white people “as in vol ving the com plete control and ow ner ship of
their bo dies” since “[d]omes tic work and sex work went hand in hand
for these girls”. (Lo wrie, 2006� 5)
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Meanw hile, Abo ri gi nal Pro tec tion Boards res pon sible for the early
twentieth- century schemes that re mo ved Abo ri gi nal girls from their
fa mi lies and in den tu red them as maids in white hou se holds, did no‐ 
thing to stop the sexual ex ploi ta tion of their young charges. 3 And yet,
as his to rian Shir leene Ro bin son points out, “high- ranking of fi cials”
were only too well aware of what was going on since “[i]n 1924, Go‐ 
ver nor Les lie Wil son in for med the De pu ty Pre mier that 95% of the
young girls who were sent out to do mes tic ser vice from Queens land’s
Abo ri gi nal mis sions and re serves were re tur ning to these ins ti tu tions
pre gnant”. (Ro bin son, 2003� 177)

6

Abo ri gi nal ser vants had first be come a com mon fact of co lo nial life in
the first half of the ni ne teenth cen tu ry. The des ti tute rem nants of tri‐ 
bal groups that had sur vi ved the trau ma of fron tier vio lence and set
up camp close to pas to ral sta tions lo ca ted on their an ces tral ter ri to‐ 
ries consti tu ted a conve nient la bour pool for white set tlers in the
labour- impoverished Aus tra lian out back. For Abo ri gi nal people, the
at trac tion of wor king for white sta tion ow ners lay main ly in the op‐ 
por tu ni ty it af for ded them of main tai ning their all- important spi ri tual
re la tion ship with the land. A fur ther major in cen tive was the pos si bi‐ 
li ty of fee ding their star ving fa mi lies with the ra tions they re cei ved in
lieu of wages.

7

Pas to ral sta tions – the set ting for both of the texts dis cus sed in this
paper – were, ho we ver, par ti cu lar ly dan ge rous places for Abo ri gi nal
women since, ac cor ding to his to rian Henry Rey nolds, it was there
that “[they] were preyed on by any and every white man whose whim
it was to have a piece of ‘black vel vet’ whe re ver and whe ne ver they
plea sed”. (Tho mas, 1993� 140)

8

3. The ro mance of master- servant
re la tions in Ka tha rine Su san nah
Pri chard’s Co onar doo (Pri chard,
2000) 4

As Dru silla Mod jes ka in di cates in her 1990 in tro duc tion to Co onar doo,
it was thanks to a leng thy stay with friends on a re mote pas to ral sta‐ 
tion in Wes tern Aus tra lia that Pri chard was able to glean the first-
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 hand ob ser va tions of master- servant re la tions in the out back that
form the basis of her novel. The “ac cu ra cy of na tu ra lis tic de tail” that,
Mod jes ka claims, cha rac te rises Pri chard’ work, is exem pli fied in the
de tai led ac count Co onar doo pro vides of “sta tion life, the daily rou tine,
the stores, the kit chen, the sto ckyards, the mus te ring, the Abo ri gi nal
camp, the ho mes tead ve ran dah” (vii).

Yet, though Co onar doo was ground- breaking for its time, both in ha‐ 
ving an Abo ri gi nal he roine and in the at ten tion it paid to Abo ri gi nal
culture, Pri chard’s por trayal of life on the fic tio nal pas to ral sta tion of
“Wy ta li ba” and, in par ti cu lar, her re pre sen ta tion of the quin tes sen‐ 
tial ly co lo nial master- servant dyad are less rea lis tic than Mod jes ka’s
as ser tion would have us be lieve.

10

While the au to bio gra phi cal wri tings of In di ge nous women pu bli shed
over the last three de cades have consis tent ly un der li ned the pu ni tive
re gime under which Abo ri gi nal ser vants la bou red in white hou se‐ 
holds, one of the main dis cur sive fea tures of Pri chard’s por trait of
inter- racial re la tions on Wy ta li ba is its em pha sis on the hu mane na‐ 
ture of the control the station- owner exer cises over her Abo ri gi nal
ser vants and the chee ry willin gness with which the lat ter per form
their du ties. So de vo ted are the black wor kers to their mis tress, in
fact, that, on her death, they “wail […] and howl […] as though it were
one of their own people who had died” (67).

11

As for the epo ny mous Abo ri gi nal he roine, Co onar doo, she is a pa ra‐ 
gon of ser vant ly de di ca tion. Not only is she a lo ving and de di ca ted
hou se maid to Mrs Bes sie Watt, she is “wor ship ful and de vout” (73) in
ser ving her mis tress’s son, Hugh, and “humble and un ti ring” (146) in
her ef forts to sa tis fy the de mands of Hugh’s exigent wife, Mol lie.

12

For her part, Mrs Bes sie or “Mumae,” as the na tives fond ly call her, is
said to “pride [...] her self on trea ting her blacks kind ly and ha ving a
good- working un ders tan ding with them” (8). Not that she shuns more
or tho dox, dis ci pli na ry prac tices in her “hand ling” of them – like the
ma triarch that she clear ly as pires to be, Mumae is re por ted to be a
firm be lie ver in the ef fi ca cy of “the iron hand in the vel vet glove” (95)
and will oc ca sio nal ly re sort to cor po ral pu nish ment. In the moral
eco no my Pri chard’s novel ap pears to en dorse, this au tho ri ta rian ap‐ 
proach is seen as both a ne ces sa ry and an es sen tial ly be ni gn cor rec‐ 
tive to the short co mings of the ‘child like’ na tives. It is, ho we ver, the

13



Involuntary Service: Aboriginal housemaids and sexual abuse in early twentieth-century Australia

Licence CC BY 4.0

very dif ferent re la tion ship bet ween Co onar doo, Wy ta li ba’s prin ci pal
do mes tic ser vant, and Hugh (who takes over the run ning of the sta‐ 
tion when his mo ther dies) on which Pri chard’s nar ra tive fo cuses.

Ac cor ding to the au thor her self, Co onar doo was stron gly mo ti va ted
by her de sire “to draw at ten tion to the abuse of Abo ri gi nal women by
white men – a sub ject that,” she be lie ved, “de man ded im me diate at‐ 
ten tion”. (Irwin, 1956� 31) Yet the re pre sen ta tion of the sexual en coun‐ 
ter in which Hugh rea lises his long- repressed de sire for Co onar doo is
a site of consum mate am bi va lence in the text. For, both in the pro‐ 
lon ged nar ra to rial fo re play lea ding to the in ci dent and in the de pic‐ 
tion of the act it self, it is, per plexin gly, the Abo ri gi nal ser vant’s in‐ 
herent sexua li ty ra ther than the white male’s le gen da ry vo ra ci ty for
‘black vel vet’ that is fo re groun ded. As Ma rion Austin- Crowe points
out, “there is never any doubt that Co onar doo is sexual ly avai lable to
Hugh.”(Austin- Crowe, 1996� 81)

14

In deed Pri chard’s por trayal of Co onar doo – a woman whose unin hi bi‐ 
ted li bi do is, the rea der is in vi ted to infer, lar ge ly to blame for the
cruel fate that even tual ly be falls her – is clear ly tain ted by the set tler
Aus tra lian construc tion of Abo ri gi nal women as “sexual ly loose and a
dan ger to the mo ra li ty of the white so cie ty”.( Wal den, 1995� 12)

15

As an ado les cent Co onar doo is al rea dy the em bo di ment of what, in
today’s ver na cu lar, would be des cri bed as a ‘prick- teaser’. Flaun ting
her na ked ness as she walks back to the na tive camp after the day’s
work, she is de pic ted “swaying, jer king her small roun ded but tocks
and cas ting si de long glances with back- flung words at the men she
pas sed” (27).

16

In the scene lea ding up to the cli mac tic act of inter- racial co pu la tion,
Co onar doo (by now a ma ture woman) is pic tu red “stal king” Hugh
through the bush with “pas sion and ten der ness” (70) until he is no
lon ger able to re sist the ero tic charge of her pre sence. Ra ther than
ex po sing the ca sual bru ta li ty with which white mas ters were known
to in dulge their de sire for ‘black vel vet’, Pri chard shows us ins tead an
Abo ri gi nal woman who is the pur po se ful ins ti ga tor ra ther than the
abu sed ob ject of her mas ter’s de sire.

17

The “ram pant ly sexual” (Lake, 1993� 382) be ha viour at tri bu ted to Co‐ 
onar doo is at its most ca ri ca tu ral, ho we ver, in the nar ra tion of the
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per iod fol lo wing her Abo ri gi nal hus band’s death – a time when, his
own wife ha ving long since left him, Hugh, too, is alone. Unable to
ima gine why the mas ter does not come to “take her as his woman”
(157), the sexual ly frus tra ted Abo ri gi nal ser vant is por trayed
“writh[ing]” on the ho mes tead ve ran da “a prey to all the tug ging and
vi bra ting ins tincts of her pri mor dial hun ger” (207). When, the re fore,
in her mas ter’s ab sence, Sam Geary, a neigh bour of the Watts and a
slea zy afi cio na do of ‘black vel vet,’ re solves to have his way with her, it
is, again, not an act of coer cive sex that is des cri bed but one of
consen sual cou pling. Des pite ha ving “loa thed and fea red [Geary]
beyond any human being” (203), Co onar doo’s over- determined sex- 
drive is such that, “she could not re sist him. Her need for him was as
great as the dry earth’s for rain” (203).

Though the po wer ful taboo re gu la ting inter- racial re la tions in co lo‐ 
nial so cie ties pre vents Hugh from ever open ly ack now led ging his real
fee lings for Co onar doo, the rea der is left in no doubt as to the es sen‐ 
tial ly sen ti men tal na ture of his at tach ment to his ser vant, 5 his in ter‐ 
est in her being re pea ted ly flag ged as de void of sexual in ten tion. Re‐ 
strai ned by a moral conscience that pro hi bits him from vie wing Co‐ 
onar doo as the sen sual woman the rea der is given to ob serve, Hugh
re gards her, in the epi sode lea ding up to the single act of in ter course
that takes place bet ween them, as an “old play mate” with whom he is
sha ring a “chil dish ad ven ture” (71). As they ride com pa nio na bly to ge‐ 
ther in the bush, his image of her is that of “his own soul ri ding there,
dark, pas sio nate and child like” (68).

19

The ab so lute an ti the sis of the sexual ly pre da to ry white mas ter for
whom rape is the de fault mode for coi tus with an Abo ri gi nal woman,
(Gol die, 1989� 76) Hugh pas si ve ly sur ren ders in a mo ment of trans‐ 
cen den tal year ning to “[d]eep in ex pli cable cur rents of his being [...]
[gi ving] him self to the spi rit which drew him [...] to the com mon
source which was his life and Co onar doo’s” (71).

20

If the sexual na ture of the act that takes place bet ween the two cha‐ 
rac ters is so de li be ra te ly de- emphasised in the nar ra tion, it is be‐ 
cause it is Hugh’s love for Co onar doo that the au thor is intent on
com mu ni ca ting. Ra ther than consti tu ting an une qui vo cal in dict ment
of white men’s sexual abuse of Abo ri gi nal women, Pri chard’s novel
can, thus, be more ac cu ra te ly des cri bed as that ro man tic cli ché, the
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doo med, inter- racial love- story – doo med be cause, as Ro bert re‐ 
minds us, in white Aus tra lian so cie ty, “Abo ri gi nal women were
concep tua li sed as a vice – temp ting yet des truc tive”. (Ro bert, 2001�
76)

In the event, Co onar doo’s des truc tive im pact on Hugh’s life re veals it‐ 
self when she di sap pears after a violent scene in which his jea lou sy
ex plodes into a vi cious ver bal and phy si cal as sault upon her. Then ce‐ 
for ward, Hugh’s in vol ve ment with his Abo ri gi nal ser vant is clear ly, if
ta cit ly, de si gna ted as the pri ma ry cause of his emo tio nal un ra vel ling
and, conco mi tant ly, the di sin te gra tion of Wy ta li ba, the Watt fa mi ly’s
be lo ved pas to ral sta tion.

22

4. The double- entendre of ‘fa mi ‐
lial’ master- servant re la tions in
My Place. (Mor gan, 1987) 6

I turn now to that sec tion of Sally Mor gan’s ico nic au to bio gra phy in
which the au thor trans cribes her illi te rate grand mo ther, Daisy’s, oral
ac count of her life as a ser vant.

23

Like Pri chard’s he roine, Daisy was born in a na tive camp on a pas to ral
sta tion in the Wes tern Aus tra lian out back in the early years of the
twen tieth cen tu ry. Like Co onar doo, Daisy wor ked from in fan cy in the
home of the same white set tler fa mi ly and, like Co onar doo, Daisy was
also, Mor gan’s text in si nuates, im pre gna ted by a white mas ter who
did not ack now ledge his pa ter ni ty of the child his ser vant bears.
There the si mi la ri ty ends.

24

Nar ra ted from her own pers pec tive and in her own words, Daisy’s
story of wor king for the Drake- Brockman fa mi ly pre sents a ra di cal ly
dif ferent image of the master- servant in ter face to the sen ti men ta li‐ 
sed ver sion pro po sed in Co onar doo. In sharp contrast with the
agreeable re la tions Wy ta li ba’s na tive wor kers enjoy with their bosses,
Daisy’s re col lec tions of her life as hou se maid and nanny un ders core
the harsh and ex ploi ta tive condi tions under which she toi led. As she
puts it, “There wasn’t no thing I didn’t do. From when I got up in the
mor ning till when I went to sleep at night, I wor ked. That’s all I did,
real ly, work and sleep” (326).

25
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The two mis tresses Daisy ser ved in her youth are, fur ther more, (un‐ 
like the kind ly Bes sie Watt) cal lous women. While the first Drake- 
Brockman wife, Nell is in the habit of ins cri bing her dis plea sure on
her ser vants’ bo dies with a bull cane (323), the se cond, Alice, ar ranges
for Daisy’s ille gi ti mate daugh ter, Gla dys, to be pla ced in a chil dren’s
home at the age of three be cause the lit tle girl “cost too much to
feed” (332).

26

Yet, iro ni cal ly, when in ter vie wed by Mor gan for the book she is wri‐ 
ting, Alice Drake- Brockman pre sents much the same sen ti men tal
gloss on master- servant re la tions as Pri chard does in Co onar doo.
Daisy, she re mi nisces “grew up lo ving us and we were her fa mi ly;
there were no ser vants. It was just fa mi ly life” (167). Like a man tra the
Drake- Brockman clan passes on from one ge ne ra tion to the next, the
words Mor gan re ports here were later rei te ra ted by Alice’s grand- 
daughter who clai med in a much pu bli ci sed TV in ter view “we [...]
loved [Daisy and Gla dys] and we [...] loo ked after them, and they were
our fa mi ly”. (Dal ley, 2004 my ita lics)

27

Daisy, on the other hand, in di gnant ly contra dicts what, she in sists, is
a com plete mis- representation of the treat ment she re cei ved. “[I]t’s
no use them sayin’ I was one of the fa mi ly, cause I wasn’t. I was their
ser vant” (326). In light of the in for ma tion sub se quent ly un co ve red by
Mor gan’s in ves ti ga tions, there is, ho we ver, an ex cru cia ting irony in
the old lady’s de nial of kin ship with her em ployers.

28

From early on in My Place, the white fa mi ly is, as Mar gue rite Nolan
points out, “a haun ting pre sence, in tro du ced in whis pe red tones, [...]
and it is only as the story un folds that al lu sions to the si gni fi cance of
the Drake- Brockman [sic] begin to emerge”. (Nolan, 1999� 192) What
Mor gan’s re search re veals, in fact, is that both Daisy and her bro ther,
Ar thur, are the fruit of a nine- year sexual liai son How den Drake- 
Brockman had with their Abo ri gi nal mo ther.

29

Ac cor ding to Ar thur, though he and Daisy went by their white fa ther’s
name throu ghout the early years of their life, their sur name was sud‐ 
den ly chan ged to Co run na when How den mar ried his first wife, Nell
(155). The reaf ter, like most white set tler males, How den sought to
hide the fact that he was the fa ther of ‘half- caste’ pro ge ny.

30
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The smo kes creen crea ted by How den to conceal Daisy and Ar thur’s
pa ter nal an ces try is later re de ployed by his sur vi ving kin when, de‐ 
cades after his death, Mor gan tries to un co ver the past her grand mo‐ 
ther re fuses to dis cuss. Ac cor ding to How den’s daugh ter, Judy, Daisy
is the daugh ter of an En glish en gi neer named “Jack Grimes.” Alice, on
the other hand, tells Mor gan that her grand mo ther was fa the red ei‐ 
ther by a mys te ry man known as “Mal tese Sam,” or by some uni den ti‐ 
fied sta tion hand.

31

Un con vin ced, Mor gan opts to fol low the trail of evi dence em bed ded
in her own re la tives’ tes ti mo ny – a de ci sion that leads to the dis co ve‐ 
ry of a fa mi ly se cret so dee ply hid den that, des pite her re lent less dig‐ 
ging, even she is unable, fi nal ly, to fully ex pose it.

32

5. Truths about mas ters and ser ‐
vants that are “too sha me ful to
tell”
Though Daisy never ex pli cit ly re fers to her own ex pe rience of sexual
ex ploi ta tion as a ser vant, the rea der is en abled to fill in the gaps by
the clues that Mor gan re gu lar ly scat ters throu ghout her text. One
example – du ring a conver sa tion in which she is re coun ting to her
grand- daughter how black ser vants were trea ted when she was a
young woman, Daisy is sud den ly over come with the sense of im po‐ 
tence and vul ne ra bi li ty that this me mo ry of sexual abuse re vives:
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We had no pro tec tion when we was in ser vice. I know a lot of na tive
ser vants had kids to white men be cause they was for ced. Makes you
want to cry to think how black women have been trea ted in this
coun try. It’s a ter rible thing. They’ll pay one day for what they’ve
done (329).

This cri du coeur against a sys tem that al lo wed white bosses to ‘take’
their Abo ri gi nal do mes tics by force is just one of se ve ral tex tual hints
sug ges ting that Daisy her self was once sub jec ted to such vio la tion.
Her wi th dra wal into im pe ne trable si lence when ques tio ned by Mor‐ 
gan about the past is, for ins tance, a key symp tom of trau ma. But
other as pects of Daisy’s be ha viour also iden ti fy her as vic tim of rape.
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Her re pea ted de nials of her Abo ri gi na li ty at test, for example, to the
psy chic suf fe ring Ju dith But ler evokes in her dis cus sion of the trau‐ 
ma ti sed sub ject’s “di si den ti fi ca tion with a po si tion that seems too sa‐ 
tu ra ted with in ju ry or ag gres sion, one that might, as a conse quence,
be oc cu piable only through ima gi ning the loss of viable iden ti ty al to‐ 
ge ther”. 7 Re jec ting her iden ti ty is, in other words, Daisy’s way of dea‐ 
ling with the trau ma of rape to which her black body and her su bal‐ 
tern sta tus have ex po sed her. Cor ro bo ra ting this in ter pre ta tion is
Smith’s ob ser va tion that in her “ex pe rience as a rape cri sis coun sel lor
every Na tive sur vi vor I ever coun se led said to me at one point, ‘I wish
I was no lon ger In dian’”. (Smith, 2003� 71)
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As for Daisy’s im pla cable re fu sal to dis close what it is that has so af‐ 
fec ted her – “Some things I can’t talk ‘bout. […] They for me to know.
They not for you or your mo ther to know” (341) – this should be un‐ 
ders tood, I think, in the light of In di ge nous Aus tra lian no ve list, Alexis
Wright’s com ments on Abo ri gi nal people’s reac tions to trau ma tic
events:

36

We [...] have a saying in our fa mi ly – Don’t tell any bo dy. So I learnt to
ima gine the things that were never ex plai ned to me – the haun ting
me mo ries of the im pos sible and frigh te ning si lence of fa mi ly mem ‐
bers. [...] I can only now feel I can tell the story of our fa mi ly re vea ‐
ling the voices of loved ones who never, ever told a story that they
felt was too sha me ful to tell. (Wright, 2002� 10, my ita lics)

As we can see from her many re marks as so cia ting bla ck ness with dirt,
Daisy’s si lence on the ‘sha me ful’ sub ject of her sexual abuse does not
pre clude her from in di ca ting the site of her shame (no ta bly her de fi‐ 
led body). For, we must re mem ber, the other side of the white Aus tra‐
lian male’s po wer ful sexual at trac tion to black women (so gra phi cal ly
conju red up by the phrase ‘black vel vet’) is the equal ly po wer ful re vul‐ 
sion that set tler Aus tra lian so cie ty ex presses at the idea of phy si cal
in ti ma cy bet ween black and white bo dies. As in other co lo nial so cie‐ 
ties, such in ti ma cy was construed in Aus tra lia as lea ding to moral and
phy si cal pol lu tion, the bo dies of In di ge nous women being re gar ded as
sources of dirt and conta mi na tion. 8 That Daisy has in ter na li sed this
de gra ding image of Abo ri gi nal women is made clear in one of her last
conver sa tions with her grand- daughter when she des cribes her self

37



Involuntary Service: Aboriginal housemaids and sexual abuse in early twentieth-century Australia

Licence CC BY 4.0

as “Just a dirty old black fel la” who has “been trea ted like a beast” all
her life (344).

In the ab sence of any ex pli cit re fe rence in My Place to the in ces tuous
abuse of which, we are led to be lieve, Daisy was the vic tim, the uns‐ 
pea kable ‘truth’ about How den Drake- Brockman’s re la tion ship with
his ser vant/daugh ter is sim ply al lo wed to emerge, like ec to plasm,
from the cor pus of inter- linking tes ti mo nies that Mor gan as sembles.
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Ques tio ned by Mor gan as to who Gla dys’s fa ther might have been,
Alice Drake- Brockman re plies tan gen tial ly by em pha si sing that she
was “ab so lu te ly igno rant” of the fact that Daisy was even pre gnant
until, on the night the lat ter gave birth, How den woke her up to tell
her that Daisy was in pain. Ac cor ding to Alice’s ex pla na tion, Daisy’s
be droom was “just off” that of her self and her hus band, How den’s old
dres sing room ha ving been spe cial ly adap ted in order to pro vide their
young ser vant with slee ping quar ters. It is, ho we ver, dif fi cult to ac‐ 
cept the in no cence of such slee ping ar ran ge ments when we consi der
Fran ces ca Bart lett’s as ser tion that Abo ri gi nal ser vants ty pi cal ly slept
“out of the house, past all the ame ni ties, fur ther away from the mas‐ 
ter’s home than the dogs”. (Bart lett, 1999� 16)
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A fur ther oblique hint as to the iden ti ty of Gla dys’s fa ther can be
glimp sed in the ve he mence of Daisy’s as ser tion that: “Eve ryone knew
who the fa ther was but they all pre ten ded that they didn’t. Aah, they
knew, they knew. You didn’t talk ’bout things then. You hid the truth”
(332). Most di rect and com pel ling of all, ho we ver, is the pho to gra phic
evi dence Gla dys dis co vers of the stri king phy si cal re sem blance that
exists bet ween her self and the Drake- Brockman pa triarch (233).
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6. Conclu sion
I would like to conclude this dis cus sion by way of De bo rah Bird Rose’s
ob ser va tion apro pos of the ‘His to ry Wars’ 9 that “Among the is sues at
stake, is a per cep tion of White Aus tra lian in no cence”. (Rose, 2004� 12)
For it is, I think, this per cep tion that conti nual ly blinds Aus tra lia’s set‐ 
tler co lo nial po pu la tion to the truth of its past re la tions with Abo ri gi‐ 
nal people.
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Par ti cu lar ly ger mane here are Fiona Probyn- Rapsey’s com ments on
the exis tence wi thin many white fa mi lies of guil ty se crets that are
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kept hid den for de cades. Un der li ning the “lack of in qui ry […] from
one ge ne ra tion to the next”, (Probyn- Rapsey, 2011� 68) Probyn- Rapsey
quotes from so cio lo gist Stan ley Cohen’s ana ly sis of ‘micro- cultures’ in
which “a group cen sors it self, learns to keep silent about mat ters
whose open dis cus sion would threa ten its self- image”. (Probyn- 
Rapsey, 2011� 68-9) As I have sought to show in this ar ticle, the white
pas to ral fa mi ly mi lieu where so much of the sexual ex ploi ta tion of
Abo ri gi nal women took place, was one such micro- culture.

And that ex plains why, for all her avo wed in ten tions, Pri chard is
unable to do more than ges ture to wards (as op po sed to pro ble ma ti‐ 
zing) the kind of master- servant re la tions that were the norm on pas‐ 
to ral sta tions throu ghout Aus tra lia at the be gin ning of the twen tieth
cen tu ry. By fo cu sing the die ge sis on a white station- owner’s ro man tic
love for an Abo ri gi nal ser vant whose sexual agen cy leads them both
to des truc tion, Pri chard is able to avoid ex po sing the ne ga tive image
of out back so cie ty that would have re sul ted from the por trayal of vio‐ 
lent ly coer cive sexual re la tions bet ween white bosses and the Abo ri‐ 
gi nal women who serve them.
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Tur ning, fi nal ly, to the image of master- servant re la tions My Place
conveys, Mor gan’s mul ti vo cal au to bio gra phy was, as I in di ca ted ear‐ 
lier, for ce ful ly re jec ted by the pas to ra list fa mi ly for whom Daisy wor‐ 
ked. Ap pea ring to ge ther on a na tio nal cur rent af fairs pro gram in
2004, se ve ral fa mi ly mem bers dis mis sed the story of Daisy’s life in
ser vice as mere “fa bri ca tion” on the part of her grand- daughter. “Si‐ 
cke ned” by the sug ges tion that her fa ther had in dul ged in not just
sexual, but in ces tuous re la tions with the fa mi ly’s Abo ri gi nal ser vant,
Ju dith Drake- Brockman sug gests that both the sense of grie vance
Daisy’s re col lec tions ex press, and the in nuen do of sexual abuse sub‐ 
ten ding the me ta nar ra tive into which the old woman’s story is in ser‐ 
ted, are the ma li cious in ven tions of Mor gan her self. The hou se maid
and nanny that the Drake- Brockmans “re ve red” and that Ju dith her‐ 
self re gar ded as “a se cond mo ther,” could never, she de clares, have
said such ter rible, un tru th ful things about the way she was trea ted.
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Given that How den had a very cen so rious at ti tude to wards sexual in‐
ter course bet ween white and Abo ri gi nal sta tion wor kers, the idea
that he had an in ces tuous re la tion ship with his ser vant/daugh ter is,
Ju dith main tains, sim ply pre pos te rous. Mo reo ver, as she di sin ge ‐
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nuous ly ex plains to her in ter vie wer, “He and my mo ther were li ving
to ge ther so hap pi ly, hap pi ly in the same bed, double- bed al ways. He
wasn't de nied any thing”. (Dal ley, 2004, my ita lics)

Pre- dating the Drake- Brockmans’ TV per for mance is the fa mi ly his‐ 
to ry Ju dith pu bli shed in 2001. En tit led Wongi Wongi: To Speak, this
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Aus tra lia is pre pa red go in order to coun ter any threat to its self- 
image. For it is by en lis ting the post hu mous oral tes ti mo ny of Daisy
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so ning and de sires through the mouth of an In di ge nous per son, Ju‐ 
dith claims that Daisy
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…re peat[ed] that she didn’t say all those things about Mum and all
those other things in Sally’s book. Her face wasn’t mo ving but I could
hear and un ders tand every word she was saying. ‘I know you didn’t,’ I
tried to reas sure her. ‘It’s al right, I know’. (Probyn- Rapsey, 2011� 70)

What bet ter proof of the white fa mi ly’s in no cence than the word of
their fai th ful ser vant her self?
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6  All page re fe rences to My Place will he reaf ter be given in pa ren the sis in
the body of the text.

7  Quo ted in Nolan, 1999� 200. See the com ment by psy cho lo gist, Les lie
Korn that “rape leaves an in di vi dual dis con nec ted from her[self] and others
and in so ma tic, psy chic and spi ri tual pain”. (Korn, 2002� 2)

8  A breath- taking de mons tra tion of this as ser tion can be seen in an Aus‐ 
tra lian soap ad vert da ting from the early twen tieth cen tu ry. Around the
neck of a grotesque- looking Abo ri gi nal woman hangs a label bea ring the
word ‘DIRT’. A white hand wiel ding a ‘nulla- nulla’ (an Abo ri gi nal club) is hit‐ 
ting the woman on the head. The cap tion above the image reads: NULLA- 
NULLA “Aus tra lia’s white hope, the best hou se hold soap.” Pa ral lel to the four
slo ping sides of the image’s oc ta go nal frame are prin ted the words of the
ad vert’s slo gan: “KNOCKS/ DIRT/ ON THE/HEAD”. (See Bart lett, 1999� 12 ).
N.B. Smith’s sug ges tion that construc ting Na tive Ame ri can women’s bo dies
as dirty is pre ci se ly what makes them “‘sexual ly vio lable and ‘ra pable’” in the
eyes of set tler co lo nial Ame ri can males. (Smith, 2003� 73).

9  The term re fers to the acri mo nious de bate, begun in the 1990s, in which
Aus tra lian in tel lec tuals and other pu blic fi gures dis pute the truth of the na‐ 
tion’s co lo nial past.

English
This art icle ex am ines the re la tion ship between Anglo- Australian mas ters
and Ab ori ginal ser vants dur ing the early dec ades of the 20  cen tury. Hav ing
first raised the ques tion of “black vel vet” (the graphic ex pres sion used by
white Aus tralian males to refer to sexual in ter course with Ab ori ginal
women), I will then provide an apercu of what re cent Aus tralian his tori‐ 
ography tells us about the sexual abuse of young Ab ori ginal women forced
to work as in den tured ser vants in white Aus tralian house holds.
The second part of the dis cus sion will be con cerned with two iconic lit er ary
texts – Coonar doo, the Anglo- Australian au thor, Kath ar ine Susan nah
Prichard’s fam ous novel, pub lished in 1939 and My Place, the best- selling
auto bi o graph ical work writ ten by Sally Mor gan, an artist of Ab ori ginal des‐ 
cent, at the end of the 1980s. My ana lysis will focus on the very dif fer ent
ways in which Prichard and Mor gan rep res ent the daily life of an Ab ori ginal
ser vant who is said to be “part of the fam ily. It will also ex am ine the type of
the sexual re la tions (between mas ter and ser vant) that are shown to res ult
from this so- called “fam ily” in tim acy.
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Français
Cet ar ticle étu die la re la tion entre maîtres anglo- australiens et do mes tiques
abo ri gènes pen dant les pre mières dé cen nies du XX  siècle. Après avoir
abor dé le sujet du « ve lours noir » (phrase ima gée in ven tée par le mâle blanc
aus tra lien pour dé si gner ses rap ports sexuels avec les femmes in di gènes),
l’au teure don ne ra un aper çu de ce que nous ap prend l’his to rio gra phie aus‐ 
tra lienne ré cente sur l’abus sexuel de jeunes femmes abo ri gènes contraintes
à tra vailler en ser vi tude pour des fa milles aus tra liennes blanches.
Dans un deuxième temps, se ront étu diés deux textes lit té raires em blé ma‐ 
tiques – Co onar doo le cé lèbre roman de l’au teure anglo- australienne, Ka‐ 
the rine Su san nah Pri chard, pu blié en 1939 et My Place, livre au to bio gra‐ 
phique à suc cès que l’ar tiste d’ori gine abo ri gène Sally Mor gan a écrit à la fin
des an nées 80. L’ana lyse por te ra es sen tiel le ment sur la re pré sen ta tion très
contras tée que pro posent Pri chard et Mor gan avec, d’un côté, le vécu de la
do mes tique abo ri gène qui « fait par tie de la fa mille », de l’autre, le type de
rap ports sexuels (entre maître et do mes tique) qui, de toute évi dence, dé‐ 
coulent de cette pré ten due in ti mi té « fa mi liale ».

Mots-clés
aborigène australienne, abus sexuel, historiographie, représentation, fiction,
autobiographie

Sheila Collingwood-Whittick
Chercheuse Indépendante/Maître de Conférences à la retraite, Ex-Membre du
Centre d'étude sur les modes de la représentation du monde anglophone (CEMRA
EA 3216), UFR de Langues, Université Stendhal, BP 25, 38040 Grenoble cedex 9 –
cemra [at] u-grenoble3.fr

e

https://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=1692

