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10.		Feature	Project	of	the	2000s	-	Our	Ngarinyin	Friendship

This	is	the	story	of	the	Zonta	Club	of	Perth's

friendship	with	the	wonderful	senior	Ngarinyin

lawwomen	...who	live	nearly	3,000	kilometres

from	the	metropolitan	area	of	Perth.		

		

The	indigenous	people	in	Australia	have	had	a

torrid	history	since	the	settlement	of	Australia

by	Europeans	over	two	hundred	years	ago.

Through	a	complex	range	of	policies	and

practices	this	has	resulted	in	many	of	the

traditional	owners	of	the	land	being	among	its

most	disadvantaged.	It	is	a	situation	shared	by

many	indigenous	people	around	the	world

whose	land	at	one	time	or	another	was	settled

by	a	colonial	power.	

		

There	are	four	Ngarinyin	communities	along	the

Gibb	River	Road	in	the	Kimberley	region	of

Western	Australia:	Imintji	(Mount	House

Station),	Kupungarri	(Mount	Barnett	Station),

Ngallagunda	(Gibb	River	Station)	and	Dodnun

(Mount	Elizabeth	Station).	Together	their

population	is	less	than	1,000	people.	

So	what	can	we,	as	Zontians,	do	to	empower

these	women?	This	was	a	question	raised	by	a

member	in	the	Club...	and	the	simple	answer

came	back	-	ask	them.	

				

This	story	begins	with	two	remarkable	women

meeting	at	a	conference	in	Perth,	Western

Australia.

Kathy	Charlesworth	had	an	interest	in	the

dynamics	of	indigenous	displacements	since

1963,	when	she	lived	in	the	Kimberley	and

Pilbara	regions.	Prior	to	that,	she	had	also	seen

displacement	of	the	Bedouin	people	in	the

deserts	of	Saudi	Arabia.	

		

Kathy,	who	died	in	2010,	was	a	Fremantle-

based	photojournalist,	a	trusted	friend	of	the

Ngarinyin	people	and	often	lived	with	the

Ngarinyin	women	during	her	prolonged	visits	to

the	Kimberley	region.	She	understood	their

culture,	hopes	and	aspirations	and	shared	in

the	joys	and	sadness	of	the	communities	for

over	forty	years.	

		

Sciona	Browne,	member	of	the	Zonta	Club	of

Perth	is	an	entrepreneur	and	former	test	pilot.

She	has	lived	and	was	educated	in	most	states

of	Australia	and	has	strong	connection	with	the

land.	Sciona	is	passionate	about	the	aims	of

Zonta	International	and	through	discussions

with	Kathy	sought	ways	for	the	two

communities	to	meet.	

The	rest,	they	say,	is	history	and	between	2004

and	2010	the	club	was	intimately	involved	with

the	Ngarinyin	women.	The	relationship	is	best

described	through	a	number	of	‘stories’	that

provide	first-hand	accounts	of	the	adventures.

Zonta	International	Centennial	Edition
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Our	camp	site	by	the	river	-	wood

and	water	in	easy	reach.

Crossing	the	Pentecost	RiverThe	four	wheel	drive	OKA	mini	bus

The	First	Visit	to	the	Kimberley	-

2004	

		

Sciona	and	Kathy	talked	with	Pansy	Nulgit	from

the	Kupungarri	community	on	the	Gibb	River

Road	to	float	the	idea	of	a	visit	by	members

from	the	Zonta	Club	of	Perth,	so	the	women

from	each	community	could	meet	and	share

their	cultures.	Sciona	then	put	a	proposal	to	the

Club	for	a	visit	to	the	Kimberley	region.	

		

The	visit	would	rely	on	each	Club	member

paying	for	their	own	travelling	costs.	The	3,000

km	journey	involved	flying	from	Perth	to

Kununnurra	and	then	travelling	by	a	four	wheel

drive	mini	bus	(called	an	OKA)	to	Kupungarri,

400	km	over	unsealed	roads	and	through

rivers.	

		

There	are	no	hotels	in	this	remote	region,	so

accommodation	would	consist	of	tents,	camp

fires,	rivers	for	washing	and	holes	dug	for

toilets...and	this	would	cost	nearly	$4,000	per

person	(twice	the	cost	of	a	round	the	world	air

ticket).	In	spite	of	this	advert	for	discomfort,

eleven	members	(nearly	one	third	of	the	total

Club	membership)	put	their	hands	up	to	meet

the	challenge.	

		

We	camped	with	Pansy,	Jilgie,	Lucy,	Kitty,

Yvonne	and	Maudie	-	all	senior	Ngarinyin	law

women.	The	Ngarinyin	women	aged	from	50	to

86,	the	Zonta	women	aged	from	48	to	86.	

		

Sitting	in	the	sand	next	to	a	beautiful	inland

waterway	we	learned	to	define	ourselves	in

terms	of	the	land	as	salt	water	women,	fresh

water	women	and	even	mountain	women.

Together	we	learned	about	life	at	Kupungarri

and	a	few	days	later	moved	our	camp	to	the

neighbouring	community	about	100km	away

called	Ngallagunda	(Gibb	River	Station),	so	we

could	see	more	of	the	sacred	places.	

		

These	very	shy	women	were	very	generous	to

us.	English	is	their	second	language	and	for

some	of	them	their	literacy	skills	are

elementary.	

		

At	first,	it	was	not	easy	to	get	out	of	our	city
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Back	row	L-R:		Carole	Theobald	(kneeling),	Angela	Fisher,	Freda	Jacob,	Jacqueline	Power	(friend),	Margaret	Medcalf,

Yvonne	Burgu.		Middle	row:		Maudie	White,	Lucy	Ward,	Marg	Giles,	Kathy	Charlesworth,	Pansy	Nulgit,	Karen	Groves,	Lennie

McCall.		Front	row:		Lyn	McArthur,	Marlene	O'Meara,	Wendy	MacGibbon,	Sciona	Browne,	Judy	Tennant	and	Jilgie	Morungu

ways	-	we	had	to	learn	that	the	plan	for	the	day

was	that	there	was	no	plan.	Acceptance	was

our	first	lesson,	learning	to	sit	and	be	at	one

with	our	environment	our	second.	Slowly	our

outcome	based	city	living	ways	were	replaced

with	a	timeless	wonder	for	the	land	around	us.	

		

Traditionally,	in	Aboriginal	thinking,	there	is	no

ownership,	only	belonging	and	we	were

learning	to	belong...	

		

Our	Ngarinyin	friends	are	the	custodians	of	the

rock	art	in	their	area	and	by	following	the	local

traditions	of	being	'sung	in',	'smoked	in'	and

'smoked	out'	we	were	able	to	visit	a	few	of

these	sacred	sites.	Some	of	the	paintings	we

saw	are	over	10,000	years	old,	and	were

painted	by	our	friends'	ancestors.	Sitting	by	the

paintings	of	the	Wandjina	we	could	literally	feel

the	country	and	spirit	of	the	land	around	us.	

		

Sadly	our	Ngarinyin	friends	cannot	get	to	their

art	to	maintain	it	very	often	as	most	of	it	is

located	on	private	land	and	they	do	not	have	a

suitable	vehicle	to	access	it.	Some	paintings

are	over	50km	away.	They	spoke	of	'tourists'

bringing	power	tools	to	physically	cut	the

paintings	out	of	the	rock	-	this	causes	them

great	sadness	as	they	are	powerless	to	stop	it.	

		

We	had	a	wonderful	week,	sharing	our	stories,

listening	and	learning.	We	learned	about	bush

tucker,	caught	fish,	dug	for	sugar	bag

(traditional	honey	found	below	ground	among

the	rocks),	made	clapping	sticks	and	underwent

women's	business	with	painted	faces.
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Lucy	Ward	and	Lennie	McCall	digging	for	tiny	frogs	to

bait	the	fishing	lines

Lyn	McArthur	leads	our	group	through	the	smoke

before	going	to	the	sacred	ground	at	Crocodile	Rock

We	laughed	together	as	we	washed	in	the	river

and	fumbled	finding	frogs	in	the	sand	to	use	as

bait.	We	also	cried	together	as	these	generous

women	related	their	personal	experiences	of

being	part	of	the	stolen	generation.	

		

Beside	the	Gibb	River	we	talked	into	the	sunset

and	somewhere	during	this	time	something

happened	to	us	all	-	we	gelled	-	we	could	now

meet	as	sisters	and	help	each	other	as	friends.	

		

The	White	Angel	Story	-	2005	

		

Imagine	this	situation—your	local	shop	has

closed,	the	nearest	supermarket	over	350km

away	along	unsealed	roads	that	require	you	to

drive	through	rivers	that	are	impassable	in	the

wet	season.

Your	community	of	70	people	has	two	vehicles

—one	is	a	two	wheel	drive	that	cannot	cross

rivers	and	the	other,	an	old	four	wheel	drive,

has	engine	problems	and	cannot	be	fixed.	The

rains	are	coming	and	your	subsistence

community	will	rely	once	more	on	accessing

traditional	hunting	grounds	to	survive—but	you

have	no	vehicle	to	get	to	them.	

		

In	October	2005,	artist	Yvonne	Burgu	and	her

friend	Kathy	Charlesworth	(visiting	from	the

city)	were	sitting	under	a	tree	in	the	Kimberley

discussing	this	very	predicament.	

		

They	decided	to	hold	an	art	exhibition	to	buy	a

second	hand	four	wheel	drive.	Can	you	imagine

putting	every	cent	you	had	into	buying	fuel,

paints	and	canvasses?	This	is	what	Yvonne	did
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Carole	Theobald	took	photos	of	the	paintings

and	made	electronic	flyers,	posters	and

programs	and,	with	Yvonne,	created	posters	for

the	gallery	window,	business	cards	and

portfolios	of	her	work.	

		

Sciona	Browne	meanwhile	found	a	host	of

fantastic	people	who	helped	sponsor	the

exhibition.	Sciona	took	on	the	role	of	finance

officer	and	followed	through	on	all	sales	and

helped	Yvonne	calculate	her	budget	and	tax.	

		

The	Art	Show	was	launched	on	Friday	28th

October	-	Yvonne’s	birthday.	Sciona	Browne

MC’d	the	‘launch’	and	introduced	Mr	Phil

Narkle,	respected	Noongar	artist,	who	formally

welcomed	Yvonne	to	his	land	in	the	traditions	of

his	people.

and	armed	with	artistic	talent,	guts,

determination	and	courage	headed	for	the	city

to	realise	her	dream...	

		

Kathy,	Yvonne	and	Yvonne’s	grand-daughter

Rebecca	Wunggundun	aged	9	(Becky	Boo)

drove	down	to	Perth	and	using	Kathy’s	small

Fremantle	flat	as	a	base,	Yvonne	painted	her

heart	out	over	a	period	of	four	weeks,	living	on

pot	noodles.	While	Yvonne	was	painting,	Kathy

asked	‘Zonta	mob’	for	help.	

		

A	vacant	shop	was	found	to	use	as	an	art

gallery,	stories	ran	in	the	West	Australian,	and

Dr	Mary	Anne	Jebb,	the	curator	of	the	newly

created	Mowanjum	Art	Centre	helped	with	the

translation	of	the	oral	stories	into	written	word.

Wandjina	and	owl	at	Crocodile	rock Pansy	and	Lucy	follow	bees	into	a	rock	hollow	to

retrieve	sugar	bag,	a	sweet	sticky	treat!

Zonta	International	Centennial	Edition
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Yvonne	Burgu,	Kathy	Charlesworth

and	Becky	Boo	at	entry	to	Art	Show

Yvonne,	Becky,	Dr	Mary	Ann	Jebb

and	Phil	Narkle	tell	the	stories	behind

the	paintings

The	White	Angel	leaves	for	the

Kimberley....fully	loaded!

Sister	Frances	from	Mazenod	College	in

Lesmurdie	provided	a	beautiful	history	of	her

association	with	Yvonne	and	the	Gibb	River

and	brought	three	Ngarinyin	girls,	relations	of

Yvonne’s,	who	board	at	the	College,	to	the

launch.	She	also	showed	a	beautiful	wooden

spear	thrower	that	Yvonne	had	carved	and

painted	for	the	school	a	few	years	before.	

		

Dr	Mary	Anne	Jebb	held	the	group	of	about	60

entranced	as,	on	behalf	of	Yvonne,	she	related

the	Nyalanggunda	and	Wanalirri	stories	behind

the	paintings	and	the	characters	in	them:

brolgas,	turtles,	lizards	and	owls.	Around	us	we

could	feel	the	watchful	eyes	of	the	Wandjina	as

nearly	every	painting	contained	their	image.	

For	a	moment	we	were	transported	to	the

Kimberley...	

		

The	exhibition	was	very	successful	over	the

weekend	with	most	of	the	paintings	being	sold.

With	the	magnificent	help	of	Dennis	York	from

Dockside	Fremantle,	an	auto	wholesaler,	a

white	4WD	Hilux	utility	was	sourced	and

dubbed	‘the	White	Angel’.

A	load	of	household	items	were	donated	by

members	and	friends	and	the	ute	was	packed

to	the	gunnels	for	its	3,000km	trip	to	its	new

home	in	the	Kimberley.	

		

Saying	goodbye	to	everyone	after	the	big	pack-

up	and	hand-over	left	Kathy	driving	off	with

Becky-Boo	wailing	on	top	note	for	Sciona	and

Carole	to	come	too,	plus	a	very	tearful	Yvonne

firmly	clutching	the	wonderful	A3	portfolio

Carole	had	made	up	for	her	proving	that	the

antics	of	the	past	six	weeks	were	actually	a

reality	and	not	some	bizarre	dream.	As	Sciona

Browne	described	it:	

		

They	drove	off,	the	Hilux	being	driven	by	an	old

bushie	with	her	hearing	aids	turned	off,	belting	out

Patsy	Cline	classics	on	the	CD	and	a	couple	of

happy	‘Wandjina	women’	inside.

		

Return	visit	to	the	Kimberley	-

2007	

		

In	June	2007,	seven	members	of	the	Zonta

Club	of	Perth	made	a	‘return’	visit	to	the
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Sciona	drives	through	rivers	without

any	problem

Gibb	River	community	consists	of	about	twenty

tin	houses,	built	in	a	loop	around	the	nursing

post,	community	store	and	child	care	centre.

Yvonne’s	house	has	traditional	Kimberley

breezeways,	with	various	walls	folding	back	to

catch	any	breeze.	There	is	very	little	privacy,

with	only	one	close-able	room	that	is	used	as	a

bedroom	with	everyone	sleeping	on	the	floor	on

mattresses	with	doonas	over	them.	

		

Sciona	had	sourced	100	fishing	lines	that	were

paid	for	by	Pat	Johnson,	a	kind	American

Zontian	from	California,	who	we	met	at	the

International	Convention	in	Melbourne	in	2006.

The	lines	were	distributed	to	the	23	children	at

the	Wanalirri	Catholic	Primary	School.	Later	at

Mt	Barnett	Primary	School	Zontians	gave	out

fishing	lines	and	shared	in	International	Day

preparations	by	speaking	to	the	children	in

Italian	and	Indonesian.	

		

Zontians,	Yvonne	and	her	family	and	Kathy

travelled	to	the	first	campsite	at	Munggaray

about	40km	from	Gibb	River	Station.	The	site

can	only	be	accessed	using	a	four	wheel	drive

Kimberley	to	visit	our	Ngarinyin	friends.	Glen

Wilson,	Carole	Theobald	and	Mary	Gurgone,

caught	the	OzJet	flight	to	Derby	and	were	met

by	Sciona	Browne	and	Fiona	Crowe	with	a

brand	new	four	wheel	drive	Landcruiser	and

camper	trailer	they	had	hired	in	Broome.	They

were	met	a	few	days	later	at	the	Mowanjum	Art

Centre	near	Derby	by	Lennie	McCall	and

Margaret	Medcalf.	

		

At	Derby,	the	campers	stocked	up	with	shelf

stable	food,	root	vegetables	and	sturdy	fruits

and	then	headed	off	to	meet	Yvonne	Burgu	and

Kathy	Charlesworth	at	Mt	Barnett—a	journey	of

355km	over	unsealed	roads	and	through	rivers

without	bridges.	

		

Sciona	did	all	the	driving	weaving	her	way

around	muddy	obstacles	caused	by	recent

rains,	avoiding	stray	cattle	and	driving	through

the	flowing	rivers,	negotiating	the	river	banks

with	care.	Sciona	was	a	previous	runner	up	on

the	‘Australian	Survivor’	television	program	and

also	a	former	test	pilot,	so	took	everything	in

her	stride	on	the	hazardous	track.

Fiona	Crowe	and	Sciona	Brown	cram

the	trailer	full	with	food

Gibb	River	Community

Zonta	International	Centennial	Edition
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The	children	at	Wanalirri	Catholic	Primary	School	liked

the	fishing	lines	the	Zontians	gave	them

Top:		Fiona	watches	the	children	use	the	fishing	lines,

while	Yvonne	and	Kathy	have	some	quiet	time.	Below:

Fiona	unloads	wood	from	the	White	Angel.

vehicle,	so	before	the	White	Angel,	Yvonne’s

family	could	not	access	it	easily.	

		

Munggaray	was	a	lovely	fishing	spot	where	the

river	was	crystal	clear	with	a	sandy	shore	and

where	two	small	waterfalls	created	a	natural

swimming	hole	and	washing	area.	

		

The	pace	of	life	at	Munggaray	was	tranquil	with

the	children	playing	among	the	trees	and	rocks.

There	was	a	constant	stream	of	minor	injuries

that	Nurse	Glen	dealt	with	each	day.	The

women	washed	themselves	and	their	clothes	in

the	waterhole—the	children	knowing	to	keep

away	until	it	was	their	turn.	Even	the	dogs	were

washed.

Seeing	Fiona	wash	Nancy’s	back	was	a	sign	of

the	trust	and	closeness	that	developed	between

us	all.	

		

The	following	day	everyone	moved	on	to

Miner’s	Pool,	sited	among	trees	next	to	a	body

of	water	that	can	only	be	accessed	through	the

biggest	mud	patch	you	have	ever	seen.	Here,

the	group	was	joined	by	Alfie	and	Nancy	White

who	were	doing	a	magnificent	job	‘growing	up’

over	a	dozen	children.	

		

Over	the	next	few	days	Zontians	fed	up	to	30

people	each	day	from	the	camper	trailer’s	pull

out	kitchen	consisting	of	a	double	gas	burner

and	sink.	Some	mornings	the	line	for	the

breakfast	porridge	looked	like	something	out	of

Oliver	Twist.
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Zontians	shared	stories,	learned	the	local	ways

and	played	exhausting	games	with	the	children

who	were	polite,	full	of	beans	and	big	smiles.

They	watched	freshly	caught	bush	turkey	being

cooked	over	a	wood	fire,	watched	with

admiration	as	children	with	mud	up	to	their

knees	carried	buckets	of	water	half	their	size

from	the	waterhole	and	braved	going	to	the

toilet	at	night	in	the	bush	with	wild	bulls	roaming

the	area.	

		

Zontians	helped	out	where	we	could,	especially

in	relation	to	some	business	matters	that

needed	clarification.	

		

One	day	Nancy	and	Yvonne	led	the	Zontians

through	the	long	grass	to	Donkey	Creek,	using

traditional	ceremonies	to	call	up	and	smoke	out

the	spirits.	The	ochre	Wandjina	paintings	here

are	estimated	to	be	over	10,000	years	old	with

some	older	Gwion	Gwion	paintings	among

them	possibly	being	twice	this	age.	These

paintings	were	created	by	Nancy’s	ancestors

and	many	photos	were		taken	of	Nancy	and	her

family	by	the	Wandjina.	

		

Back	at	Gibb	River,	Nancy	and	Yvonne	took	the

Zontians	to	see	Ngallangunda—the	rocks	and

paintings	that	form	the	inspiration	for	Yvonne’s

paintings.	The	rock	paintings	are	a	short	ride

and	a	few	kilometres	walk	from	the	station.	The

Zontians	were	awed	by	the	paintings	that

featured	hundreds	of	snake	heads,	a	lovely

snake	curled	protectively	around	a	child,

Wandjina	and	frogs.

Top:		Queuing	up	for	porridge	for	breakfast!

Below:		Playing	running	relay	games	at	Drysdale

Station	on	our	way	to	Miner's	Pool.

With	Nancy's	Wandjina	at	Donkey	Creek.		Nancy	(at

back)	is	the	custodian	of	this	art.

Zonta	International	Centennial	Edition



	124	

Glen	and	Mary	admire	the	Ngallangunda	art	-	the

source	of	Yvonne's	inspiration	for	her	Art	Show.

Top		Fiona,	Mary	and	Glen	get	lots	of	help	from	the

children.		Below:		back	in	Derby,	Lennie	McCall	and

Margaret	Medcalf	join	us	for	the	Mowanjum	Festival

During	this	special	time	the	Zontians	were

accepted	as	friends	and	‘aunties’	and	it	was

with	great	sadness	that	they	left	to	return	to

Derby	for	the	Mowanjum	Festival.	

		

Lennie	McCall	and	Margaret	Medcalf	joined

their	fellow	Zontians	at	the	new	Mowanjum	Art

Centre	that	is	built	in	the	shape	of	a	Wandjina

and	was	the	site	of	that	day’s	Mowanjum

Festival	that	featured	a	full	program	of

traditional	dancing,	singing	and	bands.	The

young	people	danced	energetically	in	traditional

costume	and	the	old	people	sat	behind	them

providing	the	songs	and	music.	

		

Club	members	had	donated	38	boxes	of

clothing	and	these	were	collected	from	a	depot

and	sorted	for	distribution	to	the	community.

Some	of	the	clothes	were	used	for	traditional

‘sorry	business’	ceremonies	that	Yvonne

needed	to	complete	after	recent	deaths	in	the

family.	Zontians	were		privileged	to	be	part	of

this	ancient	ceremony	that	involved	shaving

Yvonne’s	head,	gathering	particular	foods	and

collecting	specific	types	of	wood/leaves	to

generate	smoke.	

		

It	was	an	extremely	moving	ceremony	and

Yvonne	was	visibly	lifted	after	this	emotional

experience	that	had	been	hanging	over	her	for

many	months.	

		

While	in	Derby,	the	Zontians	held	a	very

productive	meeting	to	discuss	the	potential

puppet	project	with	Community	Health	Nurse

Angela	Fisher	and	Maya	(Kimberley	TAFE).
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			Yvonne	and	listening	to	stories;	

•	Glen’s	motto	"go	to	the	loo	just	in	time,	

			not	just	in	case";	

•	children	stuck	in	the	mud;	and	

•	being	called		‘auntie’	by	a	host

		of	new	young	friends...a	priceless	experience.	

		

The	Green	Troopie	Story	-	2008	

The	Ngarinyin	Committee	reported	in	August

2008	that	they	had	recently	negotiated	the

‘peppercorn	purchase’	of	a	‘Troopie’	(4	wheel

drive	people	carrier)	for	the	Ngarinyin	women	in

the	Gibb	River	Community.	

		

The	vehicle	was	serviced	by	the	team	at

Ultratune	in	Claremont,	who	declared,	that	the

old	vehicle	still	had	lots	of	life	in	it	and	was	in

They	will	always	remember	the	differences	in

the	living	conditions	between	Gibb	River,	where

the	community	has	hope	and	strives	for

sustainability,	to	those	at	Mowanjum	where,	in

spite	of	an	alcohol	ban,	alcohol	problems	are

rife.	They	acknowledged	that	while	some	issues

may	be	seen	as	being	too	big	to	handle,	by

creating	friendships,	it	is	possible	to	‘make

ladders,	not	holes’,	and	support	those	who	are

doing	their	best	to	make	a	future	for	their

communities.	

	

The	Zontians	remembered	fondly:	

•	handing	out	the	fishing	lines;	

•	Daniel	and	Patrick	stirring	food	in	the

			‘dolly	kitchen’;	

•	washing	clothes	in	the	river	with	Nancy;	

•	walking	through	the	bush	with	Nancy	and

Time	for	the	new	'aunties'	to	say	farewell....
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The	Green	Troopie	ready	for	the	long	trek	to	the	Kimberley Students	at	Challenger	TAFE	made	the	boat	and

loaded	on	the	roof	of	the	Green	Troopie

very	good	condition.	This	was	very	reassuring

to	Kathy	Charlesworth,	our	Club’s	2006	Woman

of	Achievement	nominee,	who	was	to	drive	it	to

the	Kimberley.	

		

To	literally	‘top	it	off’,	lecturers	and	students	at

Challenger	TAFE	in	Fremantle	had	made	a

boat	that	was	ideal	for	use	on	the	Kimberley

rivers.	Many	thanks	go	to	Jean	Menzies,	from

the	Maritime	Skills	Training	Centre	at

Challenger	TAFE	for	making	the	project

possible.	

		

The	vehicle	and	boat	were	used	by	the	senior

law	women	in	the	community	to	access	fishing

and	hunting	areas	and	also	undertake	cultural

activities	at	sacred	sites.

Given	that	the	Gibb	River	Road	is	impassable

for	three	months	of	the	year	due	to	the	high

water	levels	in	local	rivers	–	the	vehicle	and

boat	will	shorten	the	period	of	inaccessibility.

This	vehicle	made	such	a	difference	to	the	lives

of	so	many	people	as	Kathy	Charlesworth

reported:	

		

Snotty-nosed	kids	with	watermelon	grins,	walking

sticked	grannies	and	relieved	mothers	–	it	was	an

instant	love	affair	when	the	Zonta	Green	Troopy

pulled	into	Gibb	River.	Four	days	on	the	track

heading	to	the	Kimberley	loaded	to	the	gunnels	with

fresh	fruit,	veggies,	clothes,	plus	blue	boat	on	top,

once	again	gave	me	time	to	mull	over	yet	another

one	of	Sciona	and,	in	this	case,	Wendy	MacGibbon’s

‘good	ideas’	to	support	the	Gibb	River	mob.	

		

Sciona	Browne	and	Wendy	MacGibbon	were	right,

there	is	still	heaps	of	life	left	in	their	‘good	idea’.	So
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for	the	next	3	months	whilst	hanging	out	with	the

Gibb	River	mob,	we	must	have	driven	thousands	of

kilometres,	operating	as	a	remote	taxi	service

picking-up	and	dropping-off	grandkids,	but	mostly

using	the	‘good	idea’	for	fishing	and	hunting.	

I	am	pleased	to	report	that	the	kids	continue	to	love

the	independence	of	having	their	own	fishing	lines,

thus	making	its	near	impossible	to	cross	a	river

without	letting	them	have	a	fish	-	also	a	good	excuse

for	the	weary	old	girls	to	boil	a	billy	and	have	a	sit-

down.	

		

Term	time	the	kids	come	straight	back	home	from

school	on	Friday	afternoon,	keenly	knowing	the

rules.	If	they	want	to	go	camping	for	the	weekend,

they	have	to	pack	up	the	Troopie	-	hence	they	have

quickly	worked	out	a	good	system	for	loading	the

sleeping	mattresses	up	on	the	roof-rack	-	two	stand

on	top	pulling	mattresses	up	–	however	unloading	is

Top	and	below:		The	trip	to	the	Green	Troopie's	new	home	in

the	Kimberley	-	crossing	creeks	and	long	dusty	roads.

Top:		packing	up	camp		Below:		Watermelon	grin!

a	hoot,	as	it	simply	rains	down	mattresses…	dust

and	dogs	flying	everywhere.	

		

In	current	times	newspapers	are	full	of	negative

stories	reporting	poor	health	on	Aboriginal	Remote

Communities.	This	is	not	the	case	at	Gibb	River	–

Jessica	May	an	Aboriginal	Nurse	from	the	Bullo

River	in	NT	who	did	a	relief	stint	for	Mary-Jane

Lynch,	(the	community	nurse	at	Gibb	River)	made

the	comment	that	the	Gibb	kids	were	some	of	the

healthiest	lot	of	bush	kids	she	has	seen	in	her

decades	of	bush	nursing.	

		

So	in	summary,	I	am	very	pleased	to	report	back	to

Zonta	mob	that	the	Zonta	Green	Troopie	has	been	a

huge	success	criss-crossing	along	the	Gibb	River,

Wyndham,	and	Kalumburu	roads	in	search	of	bush

tucker	and	fun.
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Daniel	with	his	catch	of	the	day.
D23	Governor	Alison	Martin	holds	a

Yarri	Wada	pack	&	Wandjina	card

The	Yarri	Wada	pack	contained

newsletters,	sponsorship	forms	and	a

DVD	of	the	puppet	making	phase

Yarri	Wada	Project	Story	-

2008-2010	

		

In	2008,	the	Yarri	Wada	Project	was	officially

adopted	as	a	District	23	Project	for	the

2008-2010	biennium	and	many	clubs	in	the

District	provided	donations	that	totalled	over

$32,000.	

		

Yarri	Wada	is	a	Ngarinyin	phrase	meaning

‘many	dreamings’.	Senior	law	women	of	the

Ngarinyin,	Wunambal	and	Worrorra	clans	have

one	thing	in	common	-	a	deep	love	of	their

country	and	the	people	within	it.	They	dream	of

finding	a	way	to	guide	their	communities	out	of

the	cycle	of	poverty,	domestic	violence,	child

abuse,	alcohol	and	drug	abuse,	disease,	youth

suicide,	poor	education	and	unemployment.

They	dream	of	their	communities	regaining

pride	in	their	culture	and	respect	for	themselves

and	each	other	and	children	enjoying	good

health,	good	education	and	a	safe	living

environment.	

		

Together,	these	women	decided	that	they	could

use	puppets	to	best	apply	their	strengths	in	art

and	story-telling,	to	help	men	and	women	make

positive	changes	in	their	communities...all	they

needed	to	get	started,	was	a	little	help	from

their	friends.	

		

Zontians	successfully	sought	partnership	with

the	EON	Foundation,	the	Spare	Parts	Puppet

Theatre,	the	Union	Internationale	de	la

Marionnette	(UNIMA)	-	the	world	puppetry

body,	Million	Puppets	Project,	St	Catherine’s

College	(University	of	Western	Australia)	and

several	private	individuals	to	realise	the	aims	of

this	unique	project.	

		

Two	stages	were	initially	proposed	that	involved

a)	making	puppets	and	b)	using	them	to	form	a

troupe	that	would	be	able	to	educate

communities	in	the	Kimberley	on	a	range	of

health	and	cultural	issues.	

		

The	first	stage	went	very	well	with	50	women

(accompanied	by	children	and	dogs)	being

trained	by	a	professional	puppeteer	to	make

puppets	at	a	‘bush’	training	course	in	the
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Kimberley	with	at	least	three	generations	of

women	working,	teaching	and	learning

together.	Nineteen	women	completed	the

training	and	received	a	TAFE	Certificate	I	in

Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Cultural	Art.	

		

The	puppets	created,	included	two	Gwion

Gwion	puppets	over	4	metres	tall	which

required	at	least	four	people	to	operate	them.

These	were	proudly	displayed	at	the	World

Puppet	Festival	in	Perth.	

		

Stage	Two	was	intended	to	see	the	formation	of

the	Yarri	Wada	Puppet	Troupe.	This	would	be

an	ongoing,	stand-alone	entity	providing

professional	development	and	employment

opportunities	for	young	Indigenous	women	and

Top:		Puppet	training	school.		Below:		Puppeteer	shows	the

kids	how	the	joints	move	on	a	puppet

L-R:		Leah	Umbagai,	Mary	Lou	Umbagai,	Pansy	Nulgit

and	Anika	Rastus	with	the	Gwion	Gwion	puppets	they

made	on	display	for	the	World	Puppet	festival	in	Perth.

men	of	the	Kimberley	region.	Puppets	can

deliver	sensitive	messages	in	a	lighthearted

way;	can	pass	on	cultural	stories;	are

colourless,	classless,	apolitical;	are	cheap	to

make;	could	get	the	whole	community	involved;

can	tell	stories	people	remember	because	they

make	you	laugh,	cry	and	capture	the

imagination;	and	are	entertaining	and	healing	-

they	can	be	used	to	help	small	children	discuss

their	feelings	and	problems	with	adults.	

		

However,	during	the	puppet	making	workshops,

the	women	brainstormed	a	lot	of	ideas	and

realised	that	having	a	formal	puppet	troupe	may

not	be	what	they	needed	now.	They	still	saw

the	value	of	using	puppets	somewhere	in	the

program,	but	felt	that	it	was	more	important	to
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50	people	attend	the	bush	puppet	workshops	with	professional	puppeteer	-	19	complete	training	and	get	a	certificate.

focus	their	energies	to	educate	young	women

to	achieve	the	project	aims	in	a	directed,

controlled	and	safe	environment.	

		

In	Mowanjum,	and	with	the	help	of	District	23

clubs,	a	safe	place	could	be	created	where

women,	young	and	old,	could	learn	to	address

everyday	issues	that	affect	their	communities

and	this	was	how	in	2009	the	Yarri	Wada

spawned	Monorngungga—	Stepping	Forward

with	Pride	project.	

		

Monorngungga	–	Stepping

Forward	with	Pride	

		

This	was	a	young	women’s	project,	teaching

sexual	health	and	wellbeing	to	young	people

aged	10-16.	

Program	leaders	were	Beryl	Davis,	Aboriginal

Liaison	Officer,	Derby	Health	Service;	Leah

Umbagai,	Mowunjum	Community	member	and

program	designer;	and	Angela	Fisher,	Child

Health	Nurse,	Kimberley	Public	Health	Unit.	

		

Firstly,	these	amazing	ladies	completed	a

certified	course	in	sexual	health	and	positive	life

skills	training	so	they	could	get	young

Aboriginal	people	to	talk	about	puberty,	body

image	and	sexual	issues	in	a	group

environment	and	make	learning	about	sexual

health	an	engaging	experience.	

		

The	Monorngungga	program	was	compiled

from	a	number	of	resources	–	other	programs,

specific	needs	of	the	community,	research

findings	–	and	was	adapted	to	suit	the	skills	and

resources	of	the	program	coordinators,	the

available	facilities	and	the	critical	needs	of	the

young	girls	involved.
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On	the	basis	of	her	work	in	the	overall	Yarri

Wada	Puppet	Project,	Leah	Umbagai	won	a

scholarship	to	Curtin	University	to	study	for	a

Diploma	in	Community	Development.	She	used

her	experience	from	the	Monorngungga	Project

and	associated	programs	as	case	studies	in

her	research,	which	provided	formal	critical

analysis	in	support	of	ongoing	funding	for	the

project.	

		

From	Monorngungga,	a	longer-term	dream

emerged	to	put	in	place	a	Youth	Coordinator	for

the	region,	based	at	Mowunjum	which	leads	us

to	the	next	story…	

		

The	Ilerla	Project	Story	–

2010-2012	

	

The	ground	breaking	work	achieved	through

the	District	23	Yarri	Wada	Project	continued	for

two	more	years	thanks	to	members	Sciona

Browne	and	Fiona	Crowe	who	obtained	a	grant

At	the	outset,	the	course	content	was	explained

to	parents	who	had	to	give	permission	for	their

girls	to	participate.	Twelve	girls	completed	the

pilot	course	with	100%	attendance.	Following

the	course,	the	incidence	of	adolescents

presenting	for	sexual	health	checks	increased

and	parents	and	community	members

requested	more	health	education.	A	health

worker	at	the	local	school	noted	that:	

...the	girls	that	undertook	the	course	keep	telling	me

they	are	excited	for	the	time	when	they	will	get	their

period.	They	tell	the	big	girls	to	look	after	themselves

and	where	to	go	for	check-ups,	and	all	of	them	come

-	including	the	boys.	They	are	not	waiting	till	they	get

an	infection,	but	are	presenting	after	unsafe	sex.	

		

One	of	the	older	girls	said	she	was	at	the	clinic	after

a	lecture	from	her	little	sister	on	how	to	use	a

condom.	

		

Subsequently,	local	schools	requested	women

run	the	Monorngungga	program	as	part	of	the

school	Personal	Development	curriculum.

Through	the	Monorngungga	Young	Girls'

Project,	the	young	girls	are	able	to	learn

about	life	and	take	control	of	their	lives

1.		Introduction:	getting	to	know	each	other	and	create	a	safe	

					place	where	opinions	and	concerns	are	respected.

2.		Puberty	Blues:	dealing	with	physical	changes,	personal	

					hygiene,	self-knowledge.

3.		Talking	“Sex”:	understanding	sex	physically	and	emotionally.

4.		Speaking	Out	about	Feelings:	talking	about	sexual	rights,	

					establishing	personal	boundaries	and	understanding	the	

					consequences	of	sex	in	terms	of	health	and	pregnancy.

5.		Back	to	Country	Day:	fishing	,	relaxing	together	and	talking	

					about	positive	life	styles.

6.		Stepping	Forward	with	Pride	Day:	a	graduation	day	of	

					grooming,	pampering,	reporting	back	to	parents	and	moving	

					forward.	

Monorngungga	Program	
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At	the	end	of	the	course,	the	young

girls	have	a	pamper	session	and	enjoy

being	'princesses'	for	the	afternoon!

Leah	Umbagai,	the	Project	Manager,

lives	and	works	in	the	Mowanjum

Community

The	Mowanjum	Arts	Centre	is	built	in

the	shape	of	a	Wandjina

of	$230,307	from	Lotterywest,	the	official	state

lottery	for	Western	Australia.	

		

The	Ilerla	Project	(meaning	‘young	youth’)

targeted	youth	in	the	remote	Kimberley	region

of	Western	Australia	who	live	in	environments

where	there	are	high	levels	of	alcohol	abuse,

drug	abuse	and	violence.	Ilerla	brings	together

over	20	organizations	to	work	together	for	the

young	people	of	the	Kimberley.	

		

Leah	Umbagai,	the	Project	Manager,	who	lives

and	works	in	the	Mowanjum	Community,

implemented	a	range	of	programs	to	promote

family	and	community	competence	around

meeting	children’s	needs.	Through	the	Ilerla

initiatives,	families	are	now	better	able	to

protect	their	children,	promote	opportunities	for

their	children	to	set	and	achieve	their	goals,

and	build	a	strong	positive	environment.	

		

Programs	ran	repeatedly	in	intensive	two	day

or	one	week	blocks	and	in	stages	over	six	to

eight	weeks	and	included:

•	Community	Engagement	in	Health	and	

			Education	Programs	that	enabled	children,	

			youth,	young	adults,	young	parents,	mothers,	

			fathers	and	grandparents	to	participate	in	

			programs	that	promoted	a	pride	in	strong	

			cultural	identity	and	taught	life	skills	

			side-by-side	with	traditional	values	and	

			practices.	Ilerla	promoted	the	speaking	of	

			local	language	and	took	young	people	

			into	country	with	their	elders	to	learn	about	

			their	culture;		

•	Children’s	Programs	to	broaden	their	thinking	

			and	that	provided	models	for	positive	

			lifestyles.	In	a	safe	environment	they	were	

			able	to	speak	out	and	gain	confidence,	to	

			learn	and	engage	successfully	with	

			education,	make	healthy	life-style	decisions,	

			enjoy	positive	relationships,	communicate	

			their	needs	effectively	and	be	aware	of	the	

			dangers	in	the	community.	

		

•	Children’s	After	School	Activities	designed	to	

		cultivate	self-esteem,	positive	self-image	and	

		better	educational	and	emotional	outcomes.
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The	Ilerla	Partners

		Activities	included	art	workshops,	a	drop-in	

		centre	for	homework,	puppet	theatre	activities,

		‘in	country’	camps,	performance	art	

		workshops,	traditional	art	afternoons	and	a	

		weekly	‘kids	club’	that	incorporated	a	

		sleep-over	from	Friday	night	for	those	children

		who	were	unsafe	at	home	on	weekends.	

		

The	Ilerla	Project	was	administered	on	a	day-

to-day	basis	by	the	Unity	of	First	People	of

Australia	and	brought	together	over	twenty

community	organizations.	The	Zonta	Club	of

Perth	was	represented	on	the	Community

Reference	Group.	

After	Ilerla,	Zontians	maintained	their	friendship

with	the	Ngarinyin	women	with	visits	to	the	Gibb

River	community	(sadly	mostly	for	funerals),

phone	calls	and	sending	clothing	parcels.		We

were	kept	up	to	date	by	Yvonne	Burgu	and

community	nurses	when	they	visited	Perth.

It	was	with	great	sadness	that,	in	2015,	we

heard	of	the	death	of	our	dearest	friend	Yvonne

Burgu	who	died	in	a	car	accident	on	the

treacherous	Gibb	River	Road.		She	had	been

an	advocate	for	education	and	had	been

instrumental	in	establishing	a	primary	school	in

her	community.		To	commemorate	her	life’s

work	to	improve	the	lives	of	young	indigenous

women	through	education,	the	Zonta	Club	of

Perth	has	established	the	Yvonne	Burgu

Scholarship.	

This	award	encourages	indigenous	Australian

women	to	complete	their	first	university	agree

or	TAFE	College	Diploma	and	the	first	award

was	presented	in	2017.	

Through	the	Yvonne	Burgu	Scholarship	our

Ngarinyin	friendship	lives	on.
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Appendix	1:		Awardees

The	recipients	of	the	following	Club	awards	are	listed	in	this	chapter:

1.		University	Education	Award,	page	168

2.		Yvonne	Burgu	Education	Award,	page	168

3.		TAFE	Education	Award,	page	169

4.		Emerging	Artist	Award,	page	169

5.		Guides	WA	Leadership	Award,	page	170

6.		Gwyn	Lamb	Award,	page	170

7.		Woman	of	Achievement	Award,	page	171

8.		Amelia	Earhart	Fellowship,	page	172

9.		Jane	M	Klausman	Women	in	Business	Scholarship,	page	172

10			Women	in	Technology	Scholarships,	page	172

11.		Young	Women	in	Public	Affairs	Award,	page	173

12.			Emma	L	Conlon	Service	Awards	for	Golden	Z	and	Z	Clubs,	page	173.		

The	Awardees	on	the	facing	page	are:

1.		Michelle	Stubbs	2002	Area	3	Woman	of	Achievement.		2.		'Tricia	Summerfield	and	Sandra	McQuillan	2003

Education	Awardee.		3.		Kath	Mazzella	2004	Area	3	Woman	of	Achievement.		4.		Claudia	Rosario	2005	Young

Women	in	Public	Affairs	Awardee	with	Maria	Franchina.		5.		Dr	Emma	Lalor	2005	Guides	Leadership	Awardee

and	Lennie	McCall.		6.		Mary	Gurgone	and	Loretta	Hynes	2005	TAFE	Awardee.		7.			Brianna	Ozies	2018	Yvonne

Burgu	Education	Awardee	presents	2019	Yvonne	Burgu	Education	Award	to	Taylah	Thompson		8.		Kathy

Charlesworth	2007	Club	Woman	of	Achievement.		9.		Karen	Groves	and	Martha	Teshome	2007	Area	3	Woman

of	Achievement.		10.	'Tricia	Summerfield	and	Mukashema	Triphine	2007	TAFE	Awardee.		11.		Belinda	Hunyh

2007	YWPA	Awardee	and	Carole	Theobald.		12	Shakila	Rathnayake	2019	Women	in	Technology	Awardee.	13.

Nicole	Banks	2008	Education	Awardee	with	Helen	Margaria.		14.		Catherine	Corcoran	2009	TAFE	Awardee.		15.

Phyllis	Tonkin	2000	Club	Woman	of	Achievement	Awardee	and	Lorraine	Townshend	2000	Guides	Leadership

Awardee.		16.		Holly	Ransom	2010	Area	3	Jane	M	Klausman	Woman	in	Business	Scholarship	winner	with	Mary

Gurgone.
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Since	1919,	Zonta	International	has	been	working	on	a	mission	to	empower	women

worldwide	through	service	and	advocacy.		In	Zonta's	centennial	year,	the	Zonta	Club	of

Perth	reflects	on	its	own	47-year	history.	

This	is	the	story	of	how	an	amazing	Canadian	woman	brought		Zonta	to	Perth.	

In	the	1970s,	Dorothy	Thompson's	message	of	empowerment	would	have	struck	a	chord

with	many	women.		These	were	the	days	when	women	had	to	give	up	their	Government

jobs	when	they	got	married...the	days	when	regardless	of	how	much	they	earned,

women	had	to	have	the	signature	of	a	man	on	a	document	to	get	any	loan...the	days

when	situations	vacant	were	advertised	as	'for	men'	or	'for	women'	and	when	the	door

could	be	closed	on	a	potential	career	due	to	a	chromosome.		

However,	these	problems	were	just	the	tip	of	the	iceberg	of	injustice	for	women	around

the	world.		Too	many	women	had	too	few	choices	about	education,	health	and	marriage	-

and	the	probability	of	poverty	for	life	was	high.

The	Zonta	Club	of	Perth	has	made	a	difference	to	the	lives	of	thousands	of	women	in

Perth,	in	Australia	and	around	the	world	—	and	will	continue	to	do	so	until:	

•		women's	rights	are	recognised	as	human	rights	

•		every	woman	is	able	to	achieve	her	full	potential

•		women	have	access	to	all	resources	and	are	represented	

			in	decision	making	positions	on	an	equal	basis	with	men	

			and

•		no	woman	lives	in	fear	of	violence.
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