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To Arise From Sorrow:  
the national apology  
to the stolen generations

By Carol Dowling,  
twin sister to the artist

Wonga Beearaba (To Speak of Sorrow) 

Waloo, Ngaioo woolarha we-lurdee abbaia 
mala aagoo eebeegoondoo.

Wajanoo mala, enarra kalla wallee woordoo.

Moroo yow yanda kalla nyinee kulla  
ngai yardaboondoor erringoo ngooroo 
wanga ballardalla.

Eegarra beearaba, wonga wanjera kalla 
woordoo indama.

Oorongoo, ngunna oord’bat eewa kalla 
nyinneeoo woolarha moonjee garro  
yakkara aagoo.

By and by, I cry for half-caste babies  
stolen from their mother’s breast milk.

Strangers came to rob, to break and  
to pierce hearts.

Scars refused to mend and you and  
I see concealed tears of raw fear.

To arise from sorrow, speaking is about 
understanding and hearts must open. 

Today, our anger is given and your own 
crying goes back to their mothers. 

By Carol Dowling    
April 2008

The sorry address made by Prime Minister 
Kevin Rudd on the 13th February 2008,  
will go down in history as one of the most 
authoritative and influential parliamentary 
orations of all time in Australia. It not only 
raised awareness of the plight of victims of 
the stolen generations era but it also set a 
sacred and unquestionable precedence on 
how he, as head of state, believes his 
parliamentary colleagues, in fact all 
Australians, ought to engage with Indigenous 
Australians. His eloquent and culturally 
sensitive words undoubtedly facilitated the 
lifting of the heavy emotional load from the 
frail shoulders of those beautiful, resilient 
stolen generations’ victims who listened 
throughout Australia on that day.

Our dear grandmother, Mary Dowling (nee 
Latham) was twelve when she was taken from 
her mother and placed into Saint Joseph’s 
Orphanage in Wembley. Until she was 
twenty-one, our ‘Nana’ saw her mother once. 
During the entire time she was at Saint 
Joseph’s she received minimal education and 
worked in the laundry. She starched, pressed, 
mended, sorted, washed by hand, wrung by 
hand, ironed by hand and folded hundreds 
and hundreds of garments and bedding for 
the priests, nuns and residents of Catholic 
institutions in Perth. She worked in a team  
of 12 girls working long hours, day in and day 
out breaking the monotony with prayer and 
harsh disciplining by the nuns. In Julie’s 
painting entitled ‘Mollie’, we see our 
grandmother as a weary 21 year old hanging 
out bed sheets with a nun supervising her 
work. When she left the orphanage, the 
Catholic Church arranged work for Nana  
as a washer woman. A washer woman was 
the work this intelligent and creative woman 
was designated to be capable of doing.  
All her hopes and dreams were not allowed  
to be entertained and she was not expected  
to rise above her station. This was preordained 
simply because of the colour of her skin.

As her grand-daughters, it has been really 
important for us to return to country to 
re-connect with who remained behind. Early 
last year, through the assistance from the 
Australia Council, we were able to return  
to Coodingnow, our grandmother’s country.  



It was here that we met with members of the 
Clinch family, who are our relatives, and  
they helped to repair some of the cultural 
dislocation that occurred when Nana was 
taken away. To put it simply, we were 
welcomed to sacred women’s places and 
walked in the footsteps of our ancestors. 

This exhibition is a product of the journey and 
reflects the power of that experience for Julie 
as a Badimaya woman today. The title of this 
exhibition, “Eegarra Beearaba - To Arise From 
Sorrow” reflects the process of what a stolen 
child and their descendents struggle to do on 
a daily basis. This process is to strengthen 
identity, culture and connections to country.

We would look for any pretext to push this 
great wrong to one side, to leave it languishing 
with the historians, the academics and the 
cultural warriors, as if the Stolen Generations 
are little more than an interesting sociological 
phenomenon. But the Stolen Generations  
are not intellectual curiosities. They are 
human beings, human beings who have  
been damaged deeply by the decisions  
of parliaments and governments. But,  
as of today, the time for denial, the time  
of delay, has at last come to an end.  
(Rudd, Hansard 13/02/08)

The series of four entitled The Elements: Fire, 
Air, Water and Earth all reflect the profound 
experience of this extensive journey to country. 
For many philosophies throughout the world, 
the classical elements were used to explain 
patterns in nature. It specifically refers to a 
state or phase of matter. For Badimaya 
spirituality, as with other spiritual beliefs, 
there is also a fifth element which is the spirit 
of the ‘self’. Julie painted the elements to 
make comment on how the self gains 
direction in life. The Badimaya sensibility 
about the land, the water, about fire and the 
sky (namely the stars and the weather) all 
reflect the creation of an internal compass 
that builds the spirit and the soul. Similarly, 
the self portrait ‘Amazing Grace’ mirrors the 
culmination of the journey back to country 
and the strengthening of Julie’s spiritual self. 
As if reflecting the end of her journey, this 
work depicts her feelings of resolution and 
peace. It is also influenced and inspired by the 

British film ‘Amazing Grace’ which tells the 
story of William Wilberforce. Wilberforce led 
the successful campaign to end the global 
slave trade in the 1800s. Such debates were 
raging during the time when Badimaya 
people were being subjected to cruel 
treatment by white squatters. This painting  
is about forgiveness for such deeds inflicted 
upon Badimaya people and the healing that 
comes from understanding what happened  
to one’s ancestors.

The national apology, however inadequate, 
was aimed at righting past wrongs. It was 
also aimed at building a bridge between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians 

– a bridge based on a real respect rather than 
a thinly veiled contempt. Our challenge for the 
future is now to cross the bridge and, in so 
doing, embrace a new partnership between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. 
Julie’s series Icon to a Stolen child embraces 
that, and as part of that partnership, how 
important it is for the Stolen Generations to 
trace their families. This link with family and 
country, if at all possible, is about providing 
dignity to their lives. 

The core of this partnership for our shared 
future is also to close the gap between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians  
on life expectancy, educational achievement 
and employment opportunities. Julie’s 
paintings entitled, Brother, Sister, Star, Ghost, 
and Rainbow, all document the emotional and 
practical ways the national apology guides us 
so that such challenges can be addressed. 
Saying sorry does not overnight stop the pain 
caused from being taken from your family and 
your culture. Nor can it erase the memories 
and experiences that scar many members  
of the Stolen Generations. But it is a start of  
a new chapter. Now is the time for us to write  
a new future for all Australians so that no child 
will grow up to be discriminated against 
because of their race or the colour of their skin. 
All children will have the same opportunities  
to achieve and be the best they can be. 

This exhibition is dedicated to our two beautiful 
little Noongar boys. May they grow into strong 
and proud warriors for their people! Alla na 
goaloo! That very thing is beautiful!


