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Scholar, footballer, activist, bureaucrat and human rights champion,
Charles Perkins, was all of these. Throughout his life, he campaigned and
advocated on behalf of indigenous Australians. It is hard not to admire
this man's passion, commitment and fortitude. From humble beginnings
in Alice Springs, Charles helped to change Australia's constitution, and
drew international attention to the plight of his people.

By Olivia Nolan
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders please note that this essay may contain images or names of people who
have since passed away.

Charles Perkins: Australia’s Martin Luther King
“He (Perkins) was a moral force for all Australians, making [Australia] a better and fairer
place to live,” James Spigelman, Australian judge.1
Charles Perkins, an Aboriginal activist, changed the course of Australian history. Like Nelson
Mandela and Martin Luther King, Charles was a crusader for the rights of his people and, in
doing so, created a better Australia for the country’s traditional owners. Charles (or Charlie
as he was often called) was the first Aboriginal to graduate from university, and the first
indigenous man to head a Government Department (The Department of Aboriginal Affairs).2
Charles led the 1965 Australian Freedom Ride, which highlighted racial discrimination and
indigenous Australians’ appalling living conditions. HIs involvement in the Advancement of
Aboriginal Affairs was a precursor to The 1967 Referendum, and ground-breaking changes in
Federal Government policy towards indigenous Australians. His devotion to indigenous issues
throughout his life brought much criticism. Nonetheless, Charles was ordained a National
Treasure, and is now widely regarded as one of the most outstanding Australians of the 20th
Century.

Charles’ passion was ignited during his turbulent childhood in Telegraph Station, Alice
Springs.3 The son of Martin Connolly, a half-caste of Kalkaddon descent, and Hetti Perkins of
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Arrernte descent, Charles was separated from his extended aboriginal family in 1938, at just
two years of age4. This treatment was part of a cruel government policy called ‘Protection’
(1918-1953)5, which separated half-caste aboriginal children from their tribal families.6 Under
the auspices of The Northern Territory Half-Caste Association, Charles was removed to a
mission to train him to integrate into the white community.7

The mission Charles lived in was called The Bungalow.8Mr J. McEwen, Federal Minister for the
Interior, visited The Bungalow in 1937. His observations of the frightful conditions which
Charles and its other inhabitants endured suggest widespread abuse and neglect.

There I saw a state of affairs which honourable members will find difficult to believe - 120 halfcaste children, and 13 or 14 adult full- blooded and half-caste women, the parents of some of
the young half- caste children, living in that most deplorable old building, which, when it
rained heavily, took in the water almost as if there were no roof at all. The dormitories were
a disgrace. ... 120 children were being accommodated in two dormitories, where they slept on
two sets of wire mattresses. The first set, which accommodated 36 children, stood 1ft. 9in.
from the floor, and 2ft. 4in. above their heads as they lay was another set of mattresses
accommodating another 36 children... I know many stud stock breeders who would not dream
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of crowding their stock in the way that these half-caste children were huddled in this
institution in Alice Springs (Australia, House of Representatives Parliamentary Debates
1939:181).”9

Despite condemnation of The Bungalow’s conditions, the mission operated for twenty eight
years from 1914 until 1942 when Charles left.10 After this, he lived for a couple of years with
his mother in a mud hut in Mparntwe (Alice Springs), in a multi-cultural area known as
Rainbow Town11 five miles from the post office in accordance with the prevailing law. 12

By ten years of age, Charles was living at a boy’s hostel in Adelaide (St. Francis) run by Father
Percy Smith.13 He left at fifteen (1952) without completing school and gained employment as
a fitter and turner at British Tube Mills. This is where Charles played soccer something he
described as giving him “a sense of happiness”. “Soccer to me, he once said, is one way of
breaking down barriers between national, racial and language difficulty.” 14 In 1957, he was
scouted and moved to England to play for Everton. However, he soon returned upon the
realisation that championing indigenous issues was where his passion truly resided.
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On returning to Australia, he decided to finish school. After matriculating, Charles enrolled in
Sydney University and graduated in 1966, the first Aborigine to do so, proving his point –that
it was lack of opportunity, not ability that kept indigenous Australians from positions of
authority. The 30,000 indigenous Australians currently holding university degrees may not
have succeeded if not for Charles. 15

During his university tenure, Charles and Ted Noffs established The Foundation of Aboriginal
Affairs to assist Aboriginal people migrating from rural areas to Sydney to find jobs and
housing.16 By 1965, more than 400 people were using its services. 17

University was a forum for Charles to campaign about Aboriginal affairs. His Student Action
for Aborigines (SAFA) group inspired by the American Freedom Ride, embarked upon its own
freedom ride around New South Wales. 18(SOURCE 1)

Its goals were to:


Draw public attention to fundamental aboriginal problems in health, education,
housing;
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Stimulate the interest of aborigines in improving their situation within society.19

To achieve these aim, SAFA adopted Martin Luther’s principle of passive resistance or peaceful
picketing.

During protests against colour bars, Freedom riders conducted a survey of both Europeans
and Aboriginals, the findings of which were released in a report.20 Emotive questions about
social differences, perceived intelligence, education and living standards were included in the
questionnaire. (SOURCE 2)

At Walgett and Moree, the Freedom riders clashed with crowds. In Walgett, they
demonstrated outside the Returned Services League (RSL), which barred Aboriginal ex-service
personnel from its membership.21 They also demonstrated against a color bar at a women’swear store. Ann Curthoys, who was part of the Freedom Ride said in Walgett "Conditions very
bad – had to use filthy water, tin shacks with mud floors, overcrowded. “Obviously
considerable discrimination in the town – especially the Oasis Hotel, the RSL, a frock shop.”
(SOURCE 3)

In Moree, Charles and the other Freedom riders, picketed outside the town swimming pool
against a Council Ordinance which mandated "that no person, being a full-blooded or halfcaste aboriginal native of Australia, _ or being a person apparently having a mixture of
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aboriginal blood, shall use or occupy, or be present in or upon, or be allowed or permitted or
invited to use or occupy or be present in or upon the premises ……of the Council known as
the Bore Baths, or in or upon any of the buildings or places enclosed therewith." 22

Following heated debate, six Aboriginal children were allowed into the pool. When the ride
discovered the ban had not been lifted, they returned to protest again and were pelted with
rubbish, eggs, and tomatoes. (SOURCE 4) The events at Moree Baths were seminal for the
indigenous civil rights movement. The Freedom Ride gained widespread media attention
both in Australia and internationally, including an article in The New York Times. 23

SAFA compiled its survey and other findings from the Freedom Ride into a report highlighting
appalling housing, employment and health conditions throughout the indigenous population.
The Freedom Ride, and subsequent report, forced all of Australia to look at the way it treated
its indigenous population. Indeed, The NSW Aborigines Welfare Board even announced a
significant housing programme for Moree. 24

Another ground-breaking development (which followed) was the 1967 referendum. The
referendum altered two parts of the constitution, and was instrumental in reforming
Aboriginal Affairs at both the State and National Level. 25 Prior to this, indigenous Australians
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were counted separately in the census and their rights were regularly ignored. 26 Public
pressure (the referendum passed by a whopping 90.77% of votes) may not have come to
without Charles Perkins and The Freedom Ride.

27

After this, both media and politicians increasingly courted Charles. Following discussions with
Prime Minister, Harold Holt, after the referendum, Charles wrote a letter setting out his ideas
on Aboriginal self-rule.28 In this letter, he also touched on the issue of land ownership and
recognition of Aboriginal status as Australia’s original owners. (SOURCE 5) His dream was for
Aboriginal self-determination. 29

Subsequently, the Office and Council for Aboriginal Affairs (OAA) was formed in 1967 and
Charles took up the post of research officer in 1969.30 Within two months of his arrival, the
office established Aboriginal publications, Aboriginal Hostels of Australia’s and a National
Aboriginal Sports Foundation. 31 Charles proved once again that he was relentless.

After more campaigning, The Department of Aboriginal Affairs (DAA) was created by the
Whitlam Government at the end of 1972.32 The Department was responsible for:33
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Matters related to the Aboriginal people of Australia;



The development and administration of national policies for the advancement and welfare
of the Aboriginal people, including the administration of welfare activities in the
Territories; and



Special laws for Aboriginal people

The DAA also promoted self-determination, a policy introduced by the Whitlam Government.
34

Charles advocated this policy, which is regarded as “the cornerstone of government policy

on Aboriginal Affairs.”35

As one of the first Indigenous Australians to take up a prominent political role, Charles
inspired politicians like Linda Burney, the first Indigenous woman elected to the House of
Representatives. Speaking at the Charles Perkins Oration last year, Linda revealed that she
“used heroes like Charlie Perkins to inspire (her).”36

Charles was a fearless and outspoken political opponent who was often targeted by the
establishment. After a particularly virulent attack on the Western Australian Country Liberal
Party in 1974, 37Charles garnered criticism from an array of politicians culminating in a yearlong suspension without pay. 38
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Undaunted, Charles moved to Alice Springs and became Chairman of the Central Land Council
campaigning for traditional owners’ land rights. 39 As a result of the Council’s vigorous
lobbying, The Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 was enacted.40

The Act legally recognised the Aboriginal system of land ownership and made law the concept
of inalienable free hold title.41 Charles even recommended that Australia be barred from
United Nations (UN) membership until racism against the indigenous population was
eliminated. (SOURCE 7) His petitioning did not go unheeded with the UN commissioning a
report on Aboriginal conditions. 42

Charles returned to The Department of Aboriginal Affairs in 1976, as Assistant Secretary of
the Coordination and Strategy Branch, followed by a position in the Research and Overview
Branch. He stayed away from the media until 1980 when he became Chairman of the
Aboriginal Development Commission (ADC), the highest public service position achieved by
an Aboriginal.

The Commission was tasked with assisting “communities and groups of Aboriginals to acquire
land…to obtain finance for housing… to train Aboriginals in relation to matters of the
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Commission…to engage business enterprises and to give advice and recommendations to the
Minister.”43

New approvals for housing loans three-fold within 6 years, and by 1988 the budget skyrocketed to $121 million.44 By 1988, the annual value of housing loans provided by the ADC
reached $31.5 million; housing grants totalled $36.5 million; $7.3 million was distributed in
housing assistance; and the commercial development program dispersed $26.3 million for
enterprise and land acquisition projects. 45 Despite its fabulous progress, the ADC was
reviewed by the House of Representative on a number of occasions between 1982 and
1984.46

When Charles was offered the post of Secretary of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, he
jumped at the chance again leading the way as the first Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander to
head a commonwealth department on a permanent basis. Charles shaped the department
into a dynamic and helpful organization. Eileen Perkins, Charles wife, describes his “door (as)
always open and his phone number available to everyone 24/7”. 47 Bill Gray, in charge of
negotiations for national land rights, noted that Charles was away visiting communities
almost every week. 48
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Finally, Charles tireless efforts were officially recognised in 1987 when he was awarded the
Order of Australia.49 Prime Minister Bob Hawke captured the essence of Charles beautifully
in a comment that he (Perkins): "sometimes found it difficult to observe the constraints usually
imposed on permanent heads of departments because he had a burning passion for advancing
the interests of his people".50

Charles left political life in 1988 to set up a number of organisations, which to this day, are
active in promoting better quality of life for indigenous Australians. 51 That he personally
displayed stoicism to become the longest recorded survivor of a kidney transplant is
testimony to Charles, the man, and what an incredible man he was. Charles passed away in
October 2000. 52 He was given a State funeral and his indigenous family bestowed on him the
mourning name of Kumantjayi Perkins.

His peaceful protest, controversial commentary and fearless campaigning changed the course
of Aboriginal Affairs in Australia. Charles has made all our lives better. However, until the
indigenous community breaks out of the cycle of poverty, and education and health outcomes
are improved, Charles Perkins Freedom Ride must continue.
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Australia from University of Queensland, 15, pp. 212-236 Chapter 14.
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also mentions the legacy of the 1967 referendum and what it means to Indigenous
Australians today.
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The Life and Times of Charles Perkins (Series: Firestarter.) (2009). [DVD] Directed by R.
Perkins. Australia.
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Glossary
Half castes: a term now considered derogatory for people of Aboriginal and white
parentage.53
Peaceful-picketing: picketing is the act of two or more people congregating together at a
particular place for the purpose of informing all who come by of their vies and opinion on
the matter of controversy.54
Colour bars: a social and legal system in which people of different races are separated and
not given the same rights and opportunities55
Assimilation policy: The policy of assimilation means in the view of all Australian
governments that all Aborigines and part-aborigines are expected eventually to attain the
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same manner of living as other Australians and to live as members of a single Australian
community 56
Self-determination: While there is no commonly agreed definition of self-determination, it is
generally defined as “the right of Indigenous Australians to make decisions on issues relating
to them, and to manage their own affairs.” 57
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