Gurindji and the University of Melbourne
Bower Studio	Comment by Paul Smitz: I’ve removed ‘The’ here because it’s not part of the studio’s name, which is reflected in how Bower Studio is referred to throughout this chapter.	Comment by David O'Brien: That’s fine
[bookmark: _Hlk168491839]David O’Brien and Adrian Boddy[endnoteRef:1] [1:  The authors would like to thank Rob Oke for sharing his stories of the University of Melbourne’s contribution to the Gurindji struggle. The authors also extend their gratitude to the Gurindji Elders for their continued contributions to the relationship with the University of Melbourne.] 

The remote settlements of Kalkaringi and Daguragu in Australia’s Northern Territory are home to Gurindji, Warlpiri, Mudburra, Bilinarra, Malngin and Ngarinyman peoples, famous for initiating the walk-off and strike at the Wave Hill cattle station in 1966. The striking workers included Indigenous women and children labouring at the homestead and men on the land. The large pastoral cattle stations that had been developed in the north of Australia from the beginning of the nineteenth century were on stolen lands that have never been ceded. The strikers’ grievances went beyond stolen wages and general mistreatment to include the lack of recognition of their ownership of the land.	Comment by Paul Smitz: Were all the aforementioned peoples involved in the strike? From the description below, it seems to have centred on the actions of Gurindji people.	Comment by David O'Brien: There were many language groups involved in the strike (as detailed). However history has focused on the Gurindji leadership - hence focusing on their involvement. 
The sustainable land practices that had supported the Indigenous communities for thousands of generations were swiftly destroyed as the cattle fouled native grasslands, decimated reeds along watercourses, and polluted waterholes. With their traditional lifestyles and livelihoods disrupted, many Indigenous people were coerced as cheap labour on the cattle stations and created huge dividends for the station owners. By the mid-twentieth century, grumblings of discontent were common in the camps of the Indigenous workers throughout northern Australia. Grievances included sexual misconduct against Indigenous women, child stealing, suppression of cultural practices and languages, the undervaluing of labour, and meagre rations. News of striking dock workers in the city fighting for better wages and conditions made its way to Wave Hill and, in August 1966, Gurindji Elders, most notably Vincent Lingiari, took a stand and led 250 people from the station to Wattie Creek, 25 kilometres away. These strikers are now known as the ‘track mob’ and the route they followed is now the nationally registered Walk-off Trail.	Comment by Paul Smitz: To which city does this refer, or was this strike action happening across Australia?	Comment by David O'Brien: This could be changed to Darwin. There was some unrest in major cities but Darwin was the catalyst for this strike.
From his estates in the United Kingdom, Lord Vestey ran a meat empire covering large parts of northern Australia, including Wave Hill Station. With support from the country’s political elite, Vestey’s white managers, who had developed fearsome reputations, arrogantly believed that they could quickly break the strike. Small concessions, such as better-quality meat and slightly higher wages, were made to entice the workers back. The managers had not, however, anticipated that the walk-off mob fostered larger ambitions to regain control over their lands. From 1966, the strikers camped on the banks of Wattie Creek, now known as Daguragu, winning the support of trade unions, the Communist Party of Australia and University of Melbourne students. As the strike continued into the 1970s, Gurindji Elders were hosted at a series of events in Sydney and Melbourne to attract media attention to their cause. Community leaders, including Vincent Lingiari, raised the issue of land rights.
My name Vincent Lingiari. Come from Daguragu, Wattie Creek Station. I have come here to tell the Parliament about the land rights. I got stories from my old grandpa that the land belonged to me, Aboriginal man, before all the horses and cattle came onto that land. I’ve got that story on my mind.	Comment by Paul Smitz: I think this block quote needs its own lead-in sentence. Also, please provide details of the source of the quote.	Comment by David O'Brien: The quote comes from Vincent Lingiari’s spoken word introduction to the Ted Egan song Gurindji Blues recorded in 1971.
Initial support for the strikers was both meagre and intermittent, with distance a major barrier to communications. Travel to Wattie Creek from Darwin included a 300-kilometre stretch to Katherine plus a further 500 kilometres of rough dirt track that was inaccessible for much of the wet season. It took time for news of the Gurindji people’s stand to make its way to Darwin, and longer for the people in southern states to hear their story. Support first came from the Wave Hill Welfare Settlement (later named Kalkaringi) and was extended by administrators such as Bill Jeffrey and political agitators including Frank Hardy and Dexter Daniels. The labour unions and allies showed solidarity by collecting funds to deliver rations, materials and communications, with Brian Manning’s Bedford truck, now in the National Museum of Australia collection, making several journeys to Wattie Creek.	Comment by Paul Smitz: It’s my understanding that this settlement wasn’t established until 1970, four years after the strike. Can you clarify this?	Comment by David O'Brien: The Wave Hill Welfare Settlement predated 1970.
Under the Abschol banner, a group of University of Melbourne students formed the Melbourne Gurindji Group in 1968 to collect donations and purchase a truck, water tank and pump. David Twitt interrupted his studies to drive the truck and supplies to Wattie Creek, an event captured in the ABC television program Weekend Magazine. Interviewed on the banks of Wattie Creek, Twitt highlighted the Gurindji’s struggle and expressed confidence that the fledgling community could manage its own affairs with some continued support. In December 1969, recent University graduates Rob and Kay Oke hitchhiked to Darwin to join a small team driving supplies to the strikers at Wattie Creek. A $200 university-based ABSCOL research grant helped source and repair a four-wheel-drive Land Rover for their journey south from Darwin to spend five days with the community, gathering data for their report Wattie Creek—Present and Future. During this time, the team worked with Gurindji Elders to plan for new employment and housing opportunities at Wattie Creek, and it identified the need for expertise in construction and auto mechanics.	Comment by David O'Brien: Should be capitalised.
By 1970, the Gurindji had sourced a mudbrick-making machine and produced thousands of bricks. Unsure of how to use the bricks effectively, they sought assistance from the University of Melbourne’s Department of Tropical Architecture. In May 1970, architecture lecturer Stan Barker was invited to Wattie Creek with a small team of hirsute and rebellious architecture students. With the remaining student cohort designing ways to replace the suburb of Carlton’s terrace housing with high-rises, Adrian Boddy, John Caffin, John Curtis and Jack Webber jumped at the opportunity to participate in a community-based project. The team did a crash course in bricklaying before Barker, having just earned his pilot’s licence, flew them to Wattie Creek in a light plane.
Adrian Boddy recalls:
Flying a Cessna 180, (we) overnighted (slept under the wings) at Broken Hill and Alice Springs. This was the Boy’s Own Adventure I lusted for … all was complete. Our arrival at the Wave Hill ‘strip’ coincided with rain squalls. Stan flew low to check how wet the surface was. Puddles reflected in the afternoon light—we risked the landing anyway.	Comment by Paul Smitz: What’s the source of this quote? And does the material in brackets appear in the original doc, or are they authorial comments?	Comment by David O'Brien: The quote comes directly from co-author (Boddy). The brackets were in the original doc. It is possible to replace them with ‘normal’ text if the editors wish.
That night and the next day, community Elders voiced their aspirations to develop a permanent settlement at Wattie Creek, and the team discussed how quickly a shelter could be made to protect goods during the upcoming wet season. This prototype could then be used as a housing model for the settlement, with the Gurindji laying out their vision for a row of houses set along a street. Barker’s more elaborate vision, prepared before departure and shared as a scale model with the group at Wattie Creek, did not feature in discussions again.
[insert image 4-7-1]
Stan Barker discusses the model of a new settlement with Gurindji Elders
Photo by Adrian Boddy
Adrian Boddy remembers:
Stan explained a village model proposal to Elders and others. Its scope was way beyond our ability to realise at the time, yet the big picture suggested optimistic possibilities. What was it that we, a small group of students and conscientious objectors, could achieve in a couple of weeks?	Comment by Paul Smitz: Is this quote from the same source as the preceding block quote?	Comment by David O'Brien: Yes
Our design board was a clearing in the red dust with a stick to define boundaries and scale. The Gurindji were directing their own program … all they immediately needed was a waterproof ‘core’ to store food perishables in the wet season and a surrounding shaded space to gather [in] and perhaps sleep under at night. These modest objectives were achieved, in an almost embarrassingly rudimentary form, and an ugly duckling emerged from the dust and heat. The local lads were keen to learn, and in my opinion, our most important legacy was the knowledge of brick laying conveyed to the stockmen. Goodwill between students and community was overarching.
[insert image 4-7-2 and image 4-7-3 side by side]
Over three weeks, the team formed a floor of river stones and mudbrick walls with a mortar of dirt and water from Wattie Creek. Locally sourced trees provided a pole timber frame with a corrugated-iron roof and shaded veranda clad with local grasses held in place with chicken-wire netting.
Photo by Adrian Boddy
Adrian Boddy says:
Upon our return, the only architecture staff member to show any interest in the Wave Hill project was Senior Lecturer Neville Quarry. He facilitated a presentation to the Victorian Chapter of the RAIA [Royal Australian Institute of Architects]. It was not easy to return to the technics of high-rise housing and the final oral ‘exam’ was unpleasant—even hostile in its tone.	Comment by Paul Smitz: Same source as the last two block quotes?	Comment by David O'Brien: Yes
Bower Studio	Comment by Paul Smitz: I’ve suggested this new subhead to break up a long section of text, and to flag where the subject of the chapter title, Bower Studio, is first discussed in the chapter. Is that OK?	Comment by David O'Brien: Yes
It wasn’t until 2014 that the relationship between the University of Melbourne and the Gurindji was rekindled. By then, the Wattie Creek settlement (renamed Daguragu) was in a neglected state, with government services located 7 kilometres away at Kalkaringi. The workshop, bakery and store that had once serviced the Daguragu mob had been lost to Kalkaringi, where government funds built a health clinic, store, police station, schools and sport facilities. News of the achievements of the University of Melbourne’s Bower Studio program made its way to the Gurindji Aboriginal Corporation and the local Karungkarni Arts and Culture collective. Bower Studio had been formed at the Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning in 2008 and had developed a reputation for successfully co-designing and co-building infrastructure with several Indigenous communities. Small teams of students and staff consulted with community members and then worked with local teams to complete projects within a semester of study. Bower Studio directors David O’Brien and James Neil were invited to meet Gurindji Elders on the banks of Wattie Creek and at the site of the 1966 walk-off. Again, a light plane was made available for the journey to Kalkaringi, and Toyota troop carriers were used to travel around Country. During this visit Elders asked for help creating places that honoured the leaders of the walk-off and assistance sharing this history with the broader public.
Elders expressed a wish for the fiftieth anniversary of the walk-off to be celebrated, in recognition that the heritage-listed Walk-off Trail was of national importance. Gurindji Aboriginal Corporation had sourced $160 000 to mark the trail with signage and was keen for this collaboration to be completed for the 2016 Freedom Day Festival held in August at Kalkaringi and Daguragu. There were discussions around a longer-term project, to be completed by 2025, celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of when Gough Whitlam poured sand into Vincent Lingiari’s hands. Elders asked whether Bower Studio could assist the community to celebrate these two events.
Fully aware of the tumultuous histories of non-Indigenous architects working within Indigenous communities, the architecture team suggested using the University of Melbourne’s Bower Studio co-design and co-building program to embark on a sustained partnership assisting the community to meet their short-term, intermediate and broader goals. There are valid reasons for this incremental approach, as there are many examples throughout Australia where the outcomes of Indigenous and non-Indigenous partnerships have not been well conceived, amid valid criticisms that the Indigenous ‘voice’ was not valued. Many projects have been designed to meet short-term objectives but fail to meet sustained needs without the appropriate input from the end users. While keeping the community’s key aspirations in mind, particularly the design and construction of the ambitious, multimillion-dollar Gurindji Heritage Centre, Bower Studio agreed to take incremental steps to build deeper relationships with a flexible program, timeframe and budget. Modest government funding had been made available for new and refurbished community facilities; however, ambitions for a grander memorial to celebrate the walk-off mob’s stories would always be politically charged given the community’s connections to the labour movement. Understandably, any expectations that the facility would be operational in a short timeframe were realistically low and tempered by the recognition of the benefits in taking the time to develop robust relationships and a clearer understanding of the ways in which Indigenous knowledges can be shared through design and construction.
Stemming from the 2014 discussions on Country at the old Wave Hill Station and Wattie Creek, Bower Studio has embarked on a long-term program in conjunction with two local community groups: Gurindji Aboriginal Corporation, and Karungkarni Arts and Culture. With funds made available from the Australian Government’s Aboriginal Benefit Account, several projects were completed between 2016 and 2023. Following consultation and design phases, onsite construction has been undertaken, with local teams working in conjunction with each semester’s cohort of twelve architecture students, student mentors and staff from Bower Studio.
Walk-off Pavilions, 2016
The first collaboration in the renewed relationship between the Gurindji and the University of Melbourne was completed to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the walk-off, and included three pavilions to mark ceremonial waypoints along the track used by the strikers in 1966. The first was located at Jinbarak (Wave Hill Station) where Vincent Lingiari led the walk-off, and the second at Jurnarni (Gordy Creek) where soak water was sought to continue their journey. The third was to be originally located at Daguragu but for political reasons was relocated to the Karungkarni Arts Centre at Kalkaringi.	Comment by Paul Smitz: Arts and Culture Centre, as per the subheading below?	Comment by David O'Brien: Yes
The design of each pavilion was driven by the Elders’ stories of life on the cattle station and their pride in the skills and resourcefulness of their stockmen forebears. These stories were amplified for the Bower Studio design team by Elders connecting with the artefacts and landscapes at the demolished Wave Hill Station. To our surprise, the remnant steel, stone and concrete structures marking the abandoned cattle station are seen as integral to the Elders’ experiences of Country as the natural landscape. Following this lead, each of the three pavilions reflects a similar palette of materials, design language and landscape connections to create unique pavilions to celebrate the stories belonging to each location.
[insert image 4-7-4]
Over a two-week period at Kalkaringi, a combined team of students and community workers assembled three pavilions from a ‘Meccano set’ of prefabricated steel ribs and panels, fitted seating and landscaping
Photo by David O’Brien
Karungkarni Arts and Culture Centre Extensions, 2018, 23 and 24
For nearly two decades, the Karungkarni Arts Centre had been located in the abandoned Kalkaringi power station, despite numerous inundations with floodwaters from the Victoria River. A collective of around thirty artists used the centre regularly; however, the number of artists using the singular space simultaneously was governed by cultural avoidance laws that limited capacity. Furthermore, the poor siting and thermal performance of the building made it particularly hot in the afternoons. Improved airflow, shade and a variety of additional work areas were needed to support the community of artists while improving the connection of the centre to the public spaces nearby.	Comment by Paul Smitz: As per the query above. Same query applies to the wording in the caption below.	Comment by David O'Brien: Yes
The Karungkarni artists expressed a desire to retain a similar palette of construction materials as those used in the walk-off pavilions, as they provided both a connection to that period of history while also facilitating efforts to environmentally and visually manage the local landscape conditions. The new pavilion and entry door shade the western side of the existing centre and provide both a popular space for artists to work comfortably and a discrete vantage point from which to view people visiting the shop across the road. The second addition, in 2023, linked the eastern side of the centre to views of the Karunkarni hills. The third set of additions, completed in 2024, created display walls inside the centre as well as providing an array of pull-out storage racks. This worked to both declutter the interior while profiling artworks to new generations of Karungkarni artists keen to engage with the arts and stories passed on by their elders.
[insert image 4-7-5]
After the consultation, design and delivery stages, it took less than two weeks for the joint local and the Bower Studio team to install the new pavilion and entry at the Karungkarni Arts Centre. The artists requested that Bower Studio return in 2023 to extend the centre so as to receive the morning sun and provide views to the hills that give the centre its name. In 2024 the team returned to complete an internal fit out to improve storage and display areas.
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Bough Sheds, 2018–19
In 2012, the Bower Studio team published a series of designs for small-scale pavilions and landscape elements, including assembly instructions, in the HomesPLUS catalogue, which was modelled on the ubiquitous IKEA publication. These bough sheds, which were quickly labelled ‘Big Shadies’ by community members, are delivered as a kit of parts to be assembled and erected onsite. Following a tested set of instructions, the construction process is simplified and achieved by a small team of semi-skilled workers and a limited range of tools.
In effect, two kits of parts are used in each project. The first contains the materials used to complete the main structure, and has been engineered by Arup to address structural integrity and building codes. The second kit is open-ended and used to design and build the furniture and shading for each individual project. This parallel process ensures that each Big Shady is completed in response to the end users, the site, and the local patterns of use. Several communities, including Belyuen, Titjikala, Amoonguna, Areyonga and Wadeye, had approached Bower Studio to complete projects between 2013 and 2017, with the Kalkaringi community requesting a Big Shady outside its shop in 2018, and with two more built in the local park the following year.	Comment by Paul Smitz: What does ‘Arup’ refer to?	Comment by David O'Brien: ARUP is a global engineering corporation. I agree that it should be capitalised.
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Nine Big Shadies have been built across six communities. With support from a local work team, Bower Studio can complete the main structure in three days, with the screens, furniture and landscaping adding an additional 3–4 days.
Photo by David O’Brien
Child and Family Centre, 2020–21
With the upgrade of Kalkaringi’s health facilities from the 1980s, the old clinic fell into a state of disrepair, and remained so until Gurindji Aboriginal Corporation was funded to purchase and renovate it as a community centre focusing on children and families. Bower Studio took up the challenge of enhancing the building’s forecourt, developing shade, signage and seating. The materiality and forms employed at the Kalkaringi Community Centre reference the original stories shared by Elders at Jinbarak in 2014, and the aesthetic used for the walk-off pavilions and Karungkarni centre extension. The untreated steel columns and mesh screens mirror industrialised building systems, while the patterns of shade and views over the landscape change throughout the day and seasons.
[insert image 4-7-7]
The space outside the Child and Family Centre respects stories about the transience and permanence of Gurindji country and heritage
Photo by David O’Brien
Build/Design	Comment by Paul Smitz: I think a subheading is needed here to separate the text below from the text above which is specific to the Child and Family Centre. I’ve suggested ‘Build/Design’ to reflect the Bower Studio approach. What do you think?	Comment by David O'Brien: Yes
Stan Barker’s university team had arrived at Wattie Creek in 1970 with a cardboard scale model of designs for a new Gurindji settlement and housing. By the team’s own accounts, this scheme was quickly discarded and superseded by the new design possibilities that emerged from discussions with Elders. This story reveals, not unexpectedly, that preconceived architectural ideas are unlikely to be appreciated as they fail to capture the nuances of site, community aspirations and Indigenous knowledge. Within the discourse of architectural education, programs that engage directly with community are commonly known as ‘live projects’. Those that extend the design phase to produce physical outcomes have traditionally been described as ‘design/build’. However, the Bower Studio leadership recognises that it is near impossible for students to consult, design and construct a building in such a remote location within one semester. This truncated process would almost guarantee an outcome that was inappropriate to the community by negating the value of true collaboration.
To extend the length of each project and maximise the value of the students’ participation, the Bower Studio approach begins by flipping the design/build paradigm for each cohort of students. During the first half of the semester, the team labours on a pre-planned project, before concentrating on their own design ideas in the second stage of semester. This inverted format (build/design) provides an opportunity for students to be on Country, incorporate a purposeful consultation phase, and expand their knowledge of the procurement and building processes before beginning their own design contribution. A linear interpretation of the process undertaken by the University of Melbourne students could be framed as a build/consult/research/design program. This approach reflects Bower Studio’s observations of Indigenous knowledge systems, particularly those on Country, where complexity is valued, learning takes place by doing, and narratives are folded together to form deeper patterns of knowledge. As a consequence of this approach, the student design work is highly valued by the community—it speaks directly to community ambitions and is anchored in lived experience on Country. Upon request, many students have focused their designs on the Gurindji’s ambitions for a heritage and culture centre in support of the fiftieth anniversary of the hand-back. Others have prepared schemes for the Child and Family Centre, the social club upgrade, further additions to the arts centre, as well as housing upgrades. This teaching and learning structure, based on Indigenous knowledges and practise, ensures that student designs are culturally relevant, robust, and supportive of the community’s short- and long-term ambitions.
Notes
[insert endnotes for this section, numbered from 1]
