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Dedicated to the memory of my mum and
 dad and all the ‘Boys House Boys’
 who I went to school with in the New Norcia
 Mission from the 1950s to the 1960s.
 I hope your spirits are free.


 

 

GOD, THE DEVIL AND ME

 

 

A long time ago

As a child in the Mission

Oh, how I cried when I was told

That God and the Devil

Will always be by my side.

I tried and I tried

To be a good little Nyoongah boy

But these religious people

Was always tellin’ me

That there is always gonna be

God, the Devil and me.

 

 


I’ve always longed

For the bush that I see,

But I keep hearing

God, the Devil and me.

All I want is to be free

From this Mission –

With my mother I want to be –

But these religious people

Keep insisting I see

God and the Devil with me.

 

 

When I’m in a position

To be out of this Mission

Then I’ll be free,

Free from God,

Free from the Devil,

But being told as a child

All I hear:

God, the Devil and me.

 

 

Even today as a man

I can still hear and see

Those terrible words,

God, the Devil,

With me.


Foreword

Alfred Taylor is the leading Elder Nyoongar writer in Western Australia, as Kim Scott is the leading younger writer. The author of poems and short stories, Alf has published numerous works in magazines, and his books are: Singer Songwriter (1992), a collection of poems that was republished in Rimfire (2000); the poetry collection Winds (1994); and a volume of short stories, Long Time Now (2001), which was translated into Spanish as Voz del Pasado in 2006. He has given readings of his work in Australia, Canada, France, Germany, India and England. In God, the Devil and Me, he has ventured into memoir, a strong genre in Aboriginal writing, but there is no memoir by any Australian, black or white, quite like this!

As a young child, not understanding what was happening, Alf was taken into New Norcia Mission, 130 kilometres north of Perth. New Norcia is the only monastic town in Australia; it was founded in 1847 by a remarkable Spanish pioneer, Bishop Dom Salvado, in order to bring Christianity to the local Aboriginal population. It is still in operation today and, it has to be said, is run on very different principles to those that operated during Alf’s childhood. Alf’s father died when he was inside (the prison implications of that phrase are entirely appropriate) and Alf grew up at the New Norcia Mission until he left as a fifteen-year-old, hitchhiking to Coolgardie and to Perth. On his own admission, Alf made an effort to find his mother and then to drink himself to death. God, the Devil and Me will show you why.

Through narrative and powerful imagery, Alf’s memoir presents his longing for family, the terror of God and self-disrespect that was belted into him, his impudence and rebellion, his salvation through discovering writing and the bush, and his early wish to become a matador. It is both horror story and comedy – sometimes both at once – and it includes his rewriting of the New Testament and, all in all, represents an attempt to come to terms with his savage childhood experience. It shows why, if you’re a middle-aged Nyoongar, you spend a lot of time going to funerals – feeling lucky each time that it’s not your own. It is an important story for Australians, no matter what their identity.

Taylor writes with energy and vividness. The memoir establishes that, ultimately, the child’s mission experience is inescapable for the adult; to understand why is easy from a reading of the story, which recounts events similar to those in prisoner-of-war narratives, but with Taylor’s superb ability to express things from a child’s point of view. The food the children were fed was, ‘Slops … which consisted of … sheep-head brains for lunch or sheep-head broth for breakfast and again sheep’s head or brains for tea. There wasn’t much variety on our menu.’ (p. 213) The atmosphere in which they lived was one of fear: ‘The smell of stale piss hung around the dormitory accompanied by the usual strap ripping at bare skin orchestrated by Father Basil.’ (p. 24) Alf lived with relentless condemnation; at one stage, he recounts Brother Augustine raging at him:


‘Taylorrr, you’rrre neverrrr going to make it in life. When you get out of herrrre, you arrrre going to get a flagon, find a shady tree and drrrink yourrrrself to death.’ … Being so young, I clasped my hands in prayer and whispered, ‘Yes, Brother. I am going to do all those things when I grow up.’ (pp. 9–10)



Verbal abuse was commonplace, from both brothers and nuns. At times, the adult Alf Taylor cannot contain the anger induced from recounting such experience:


Sister Angeline was a short, fat fascist and given the opportunity would humiliate us to the point that we were nothing … It was also intriguing to watch her heavy jowl hanging from her face … as she frothed, ‘You are no good little dead flies. You don’t belong to God, you little dead black flies.’ (p. 28)



Anger about their treatment is, not surprisingly, a common feature of Aboriginal writing. What makes God, the Devil and Me distinctive is that this anger is more than balanced by humour. Alf’s memoir is extraordinarily funny. This is unusual and incredibly important. While the Benedictines used religion as a weapon to strike fear into the psyches of the Aboriginal boys, Alf counters it with humour. This humour takes a number of forms and is directed at the boys themselves as well as at white culture and religious authority. Just after the passage above, Alf recounts the lovable Sister Angeline’s fury with one of the older girls:


One day Sister Angeline got angry with one of the big girls, Stella, in class and wanted her to bend over, lift her dress up while she gave her six cuts across the bum. Some of the bigger boys just about wet themselves with anticipation … I mean, to some of the boys, this would have been greater than seeing the Second Coming of Jesus. (p. 29)



Characteristically, Alf’s writing has a vividness and immediacy, weaving imperceptibly between child and adult perspectives, that captures a memory so strongly as to relive it. Implicit in passages such as this is a degree of refutation, even mockery, of Christianity, which appears in the memoir more as a tool of power than of spirituality. It is not that Alf, young or old, is not spiritual – he does have a spiritual sense of the Australian bush and of his ancestors. Christianity, around which New Norcia life revolved, in the child’s mind is at one with the Government, Mother England, Captain Cook and Aboriginal oppression. This makes Christianity ripe for parody, implicit in the memoir’s title, God, the Devil and Me. Alf’s memoir is the most imaginative amongst many written by Aboriginal men and women in Australia because it mixes lively, almost Dickensian description of tough reality with surrealistic vision:


I glanced up and noticed a lone shadowy figure emerging through the misty clouds. Then I realised it was none other than the Master Cock Crower, Peter, the keeper of the black pearly gates. I froze instinctively and also thought quickly, ‘The Jude, the Jude, where is he?’ … he stood only a few metres away in brazen courage to confront the shadowy figure before him and when I looked again, they stood only metres apart … I could feel the heat radiating from their glare at each other … Immediately there was a gigantic crack of thunder and the lightning flashed around their heads. (pp. 262–63)



Alf’s humour extends to a refutation of the Bible (which he knows well) through meetings he has with Judas and St Peter, who is an irascible and tempestuous alcoholic. Judas insists that, ‘Whoever wrote that Bible got it all wrong.’ (p. 251); Judas didn’t betray Jesus for thirty pieces of silver – it was for seventy-five – and he only did so because his mother needed an operation, his two mules were lame, and his donkey sick, and he couldn’t afford to pay the vet. Judas teaches the young Alf that the disciples were a bunch of uneducated idiots. In Alf’s version of the Bible, the other disciples hang Judas – he does not commit suicide; moreover, the branch breaks after they think he’s dead and he has to walk around with rope burns on his neck for all eternity. It may seem closer to the Life of Brian than the Bible in its farcicalness, especially when Alf adds George and Paul to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, although for some reason, Ringo never gets a look in.

This mockery is a powerful form of attack, at once entertaining and critical; there is a surprising lyricism to it, even as it presents the sarcasm that characterises Australian humour. The sense of entertaining excess may suggest that Alf has assimilated his New Norcia experiences and overcome them. However, this is only partially true. The manuscript was not written and is not presented in chronological order; it weaves between these different modes and tones, and between the child’s voice and the adult’s in a complex way that reflects the ongoing difficulties Alf’s childhood and teenage years hold for him.

One of his strengths is an incredible openness and honesty, and a refusal to sentimentalise Aboriginal people or their lives. He declares in the manuscript, ‘I am an observer of life, and sometimes, what I see amongst our own Aboriginal people amuses me, intrigues me and infuriates me.’ (p. 124) He goes on to admit, defiantly, ‘They say in the Church that we’ve got to live by the Ten Commandments; fuck, even if we had one thousand and one hundred commandments to live by, I’d still break the fuckin’ lot.’ (p. 217) Alf Taylor found that writing gave him a larrikin, defiant dignity; he uses words and humour as a shield and as a weapon; Alf is irrepressible, and we can all thank God for that!

 

Dennis Haskell,

Westerly Centre,

University of Western Australia


Preface

Quite a few years after I got out of New Norcia, I ran into a couple of schoolmates and decided to go to the pub to have a few beers. Sitting in the cool beer garden, we were talking about New Norcia. They decided I should write about it. Then I asked if they remembered the nights. They both uncomfortably said, ‘Yeah.’ I told them that when the brother used to come and tell us to be quiet and turn the lights off in the dormitory, and when I thought everyone was asleep, I would be thinking of my mum and dad, somewhere out in the bush. The ache in my heart would be overwhelming; I would let the tears run. Not a sound escaped my lips, not even a whimper, as the tears ran free. Turning to my mates, I felt a lot of shame telling my personal story, but I was in for a pleasant surprise when they dropped their heads and very sheepishly said, ‘Yeah, we used to do the same thing too.’ Wow, I thought, imagine twenty-odd boys in a dormitory, their beds so close together you could reach out your hand and touch the bed alongside of you; here were twenty-odd boys or more, all quietly crying for their mums and dads, and not a sound coming forth. That really blew me away. And so I started to write.

I firmly believe words have a special effect on people – through music, storytelling, in a conversation, poetry, public speaking, politics, reading and as an Aboriginal, through our Dreamtime stories, which I, as a child, never did get to hear. Words can be hurtful, pleasant, angry, lovable and consoling. To me as a child, words were always fascinating, especially in books, comics, children’s picture books and anything that was readable to a small child. It amazed me how the great writers of the past could produce words from their minds and create beautiful and soothing pictures, which I was forever emotionally involved with.

Growing up in New Norcia Mission in the late fifties and early sixties, the priests, brothers and nuns used very cruel words to us Aboriginal children. Thinking back, I remember being afraid of God. They used God as an executioner. Like, for instance, if you committed a sin, you would forever burn in the bowels of Hell. Imagine saying that to a seven-year-old child. For the sake of common sense: why? Why did they do this to us?

As a child, I was afraid of God. I would welcome the thunder, lightning, hail and the darkest night rather than face someone coming down from the Heavens to send me to Hell. Hell was made such a ferocious and evil place. I think we kids have grown up rebelling against the same God, who society says is kind, caring and loving. How many Gods are there? Did the white people get one version and us Aboriginals get another? I used to wonder if white people prayed to him like we did.
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