Attachment A
Repatriating Tasmanian skeletal remains, 1970s - 1997
Repatriating human remains from Tasmania and Australia

The TAC’s campaign for the return of ancestral skeletal material began in the 1970s. Much
public pressure was brought to bear on the state government. The Tasmanian Museum Act
1950 was amended in 1974 and 1976 to allow Trukanini’s skeleton to be returned from the
Tasmanian Museum where it had been since 1878. Attention then turned to the infamous
Crowther collection, made up of three skeletons and 34 skulls dug up early this century from
the cemetery at Oyster Cove. The TAC took legal action against the Tasmanian Museum,
which, although unsuccessful, brought national and international influence to bear on the
Tasmanian government. Late in December 1982 the government agreed to legislate to return
the Crowther collection to the Aboriginal community.

The Museums (Aboriginal Remains) Act 1984 was passed by the state parliament in
November 1984 to allow the handing over of all Tasmanian Aboriginal remains held in the
two Tasmanian museums. By 1986 most Aboriginal skeletal remains held in Tasmanian
museums were handed to the TAC on the community’s behalf. Both museums later returned
items of skeletal remains found in their collections in 1988 and 1993.

Australian museums followed suit. The Museum of Victoria, National Museum of Australia
and South Australian Museum returned Aboriginal remains to Tasmania between 1986 and
1989.

Australian museums continue to return skeletal material to Tasmania as it is brought to their
attention. In 1996 the National Museum returned skeletal items still in their collections, and
the South Australia Museum and the Museum of Victoria each returned a lock of hair.

Repatriating human remains from the UK

The TAC then took its campaign overseas. After extensive lobbying between 1985 and 1991
our delegates succeeded in having remains returned to Tasmania and Australia. Meetings were
held with some European museums to determine the extent of their collections and gauge their
attitudes; however the campaign focused on the UK, and the return of skeletal remains only
was the issue.

In 1991 Pitt Rivers Museum in England returned 5 skulls and the penis of a warrior pickled in
a jar, all Australian. Edinburgh University returned its complete collection of 300 skulls and 4
skeletons; 11 of the skulls were Tasmanian. As well, in 1991, the Peterborough and Bradford
museums (UK) returned their complete collections of Australian skeletal remains, one skull
each. The Royal College of Surgeons in Dublin returned a preserved head to Tasmania but
kept the rest of their collection. Edinburgh University returned 3 Tasmanian hair samples in
1997.

Repatriating human remains from Europe and Australasia

In 1997 Stockholm Museum in Sweden and Auckland Museum in New Zealand each
returned one skull to TAC delegates.

No other remains have been repatriated to Tasmania by any other groups.
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Attachment B
Tasmanian Aborigines

Tasmania is an island to the south of Australia. Currently it has a population of less
than half a million, of whom roughly 5000 are Aborigines. When the British landed in
Tasmania in 1803 an estimated 4000 Aborigines were living here.

From 1803 all Tasmania became a killing field. In 1829 the colonial government
contracted George Augustus Robinson to round up the remaining Aborigines. On his travels
he noted ‘There is not a boat harbour along the whole line of coast but what numbers of the
unfortunate natives have been shot, their bones are to be seen strewed on the ground’.

Robinson imprisoned a couple of hundred people in camps, first at Wybalenna on
Flinders Island and finally at Oyster Cove, in the south of mainland Tasmania. By 1860 only
15 of the imprisoned tribal people were left alive, and all in those camps were dead by 1876.

About a dozen Aboriginal women escaped the camps. Most of these had been captured
to work for British sealers living in tiny enclaves in the Furneaux island group off the north
east tip of Tasmania. There they established a cohesive and self-sufficient family based
community from whom most of today's Aboriginal population descend. Two other Aboriginal
women, one of them the sole survivor of Oyster Cove, married European men on the
Tasmanian mainland; their families complete our community.

European collectors’ acquisition of Tasmanian Aboriginal human remains

Much of the Tasmanian human remains and cultural property material in Britain comes
from the private collection of George Augustus Robinson. After his death, Barnard Davis
acquired the material, now widely dispersed in British museums.

Robinson persuaded Aborigines to give him the bones of their dead relatives which
they carried as talismans against sickness and death. One instance was on 1 June 1838:
“[When viewing the corpse of a woman who had died that morning] I asked G Robinson
[Kolebuner] for an underjaw of a native which hung suspended to his throat. He appeared
reluctant to part with it and said it belonged to his wife Agnes [Mealettarner] and he would
ask her consent ... I spoke to her myself. She replied ‘what am I to do when I am monartyer
[sick]?’. Isaid, ‘never mind, it is no use in such cases’.” The Royal College of Surgeons,
London, has in recent months revealed for the first time that seven such talismans which
published research had reported destroyed with other material during World War 2 are in fact

still held in their collections.

Furthermore, as the people died in the camps, Robinson, who had been given the title
‘Protector of the Aborigines’, cut up their bodies to give to his friends, military officers and
representatives of the Crown. To give a few examples of his activities: Robinson reports that
on his first meeting with Governor and Lady Franklin at Wybalenna in January 1838 they “...
solicited me for curiosities, also the skull of an aboriginal’.” The Governor’s secretary
Captain Maconochie also asked him for a skull. The day after Mitaluraparitja died of
pneumonia in February 1838 at Wybalenna, the surgeon cut off his head for Robinson to have
it “masticated” and sent to Maconochie. Robinson later “refained” the cranium of

Pintawtawa who died in August 1838 and sent it to Lady Franklin in February 1839.

The National History Museum also retains one of only two full skeletons of tribal
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Tasmanian Aborigines known to still exist. These skeletons were among five ‘obtained’ from
the Curator of Hobart Museum between 1870 and 1875. These skeletons, one of them whose
name is known, were dug up from the graveyard at Wybalenna. The Tasmanian museums in
Hobart and Launceston were both well stocked with Aboriginal remains from Wybalenna and
Oyster Cove, comprising a large collection of remains dug up from the burial ground at Oyster
Cove by the prestigious Dr Crowther (who later became Premier of Tasmania).

Robinson was only one of many collectors who preyed upon the people and despoiled
both their habitats and their burial places. In all cases, Tasmanian materials were acquired
either by coercing vulnerable and oppressed people, or by theft and looting of the dead, these
behaviours deemed justified by the overriding ‘right’ of conquest. The only difference
between those circumstances and the Holocaust situation is the nature of the materials
plundered, and the type of value they were perceived to have (ie ‘scientific’ rather than
monetary).
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Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre Inc
Submission to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport
Working Group on Human Remains

Introduction

The Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre Inc. (TAC) is a non-profit community based
organisation established in 1973 providing legal, health, educational, cultural and welfare
services to Aborigines throughout Tasmania. We are incorporated pursuant to the laws of
Tasmania and have received operating grant funding from both the Australian Commonwealth
and Tasmanian State governments for over twenty years.

The Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre has campaigned for over 25 years on behalf of
Tasmanian Aborigines to have Aboriginal human remains and cultural property returned from
museums both within Australia and overseas (see Attachment A). The TAC is recognised by
both national and international governments as the appropriate body to which Tasmanian
Aboriginal skeletal remains and cultural property are returned for disposition. The Tasmanian
Museum and Art Gallery also acknowledges our status as the appropriate body, and has given
testimonials on our behalf to international museums. In 1997 we worked closely with the
Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) and Australian Embassies abroad
to repatriate remains from Stockholm and to arrange meetings with museums throughout the
United Kingdom and Europe. We are continuing this cooperative liason with Australian
agencies such as DFAT and ATSIC (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission) as
part of the process of securing returns from Britain directly to Tasmania.

We welcome this opportunity to recommend to the Working Party on Human Remains
courses of action to ensure that Aboriginal human remains in British museums are repatriated
to their communities in Australia, in line with the joint commitment made by British and
Australian Prime Ministers in June 2000.

Our recommendations derive generally from our perspective and experiences and relate
specifically to Tasmanian Aboriginal remains. However, our involvement with other
Aboriginal groups within Australia shows our views are representative of the concerns and
problems faced by other Aboriginal communities and indigenous people worldwide and are
relevant to the British government’s policies affecting all indigenous human remains.

Recommendations:

We recommend that the British government:

1. adopt a policy for unconditional repatriation of all Aboriginal human remains to
Aboriginal people,
2. implement that policy through mandatory legislation that immediately imposes a legal

duty on institutions both public and private to give up remains in collections,

3. include in the definition of human remains, other human tissue, burial artefacts and
significant religious and cultural objects,
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4, return remains directly to the Aboriginal communities where requested,

5. prevent further research on human remains and religious or ceremonial objects, without
prior approval from traditional owners.

Implementing the British Prime Minister’s intentions

The public statement of the British Prime Minister of the willingness of his
government to repatriate Aboriginal human remains to Australia is welcomed and supported.
Mr Blair’s statement establishes the moral basis for this Working Group’s recommendations
as to how such repatriation will proceed.

Assuming the Prime Minister’s intentions are to be followed, we submit our views on
how policy, laws and practices can accomodate the British Government’s encouraging
position. ’

We look forward to this Working Group’s final report recommending the practical
steps that can ensure the spirit of the Prime Minister’s statement is implemented.
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