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PREFACE 

This report describes qualitatively and quantitatively, the 

impact of alcohol use upon the Tennant Creek Community - its 

social life, its physical and social heal th and its working 
life. 

It also attempts to characterise the nature and structure of 

the interactions that take place between people who utilise 

drinking as their medium of expression. 

In February 1983 the Northern Territory Government held a 

Cabinet Meeting in Tennant Creek. Members of the Tennant 

Creek Town Council made representations to the members of 

Cabinet regarding the impact of alcohol use on the town and 

objecting to the behaviour of some Aboriginal people in this 

regard. In response to these representations Ian Pitman of 

the Office of Aboriginal Liaison made preliminary investig

ations and held discussions at Tennant Creek. Subsequently 

the Drug and Alcohol Bureau determined to commission a report 

that would document the impact of alcohol on the town and 

invited me to undertake this research . 

The project was of three months' duration al together, from 

September to November 1983. During this period I spent five 

weeks living in Tennant Creek collecting fieldwork observa

tions and quantitative data and conducting informal interviews 

with European and Aboriginal residents of the town. 

The original focus on Aboriginal drinking articulated by the 

Town Council was broadened to include European drinking - it 

seemed inappropriate to select only one group for scrutiny 

when so many people indicated that it was a 'town' problem. 

The Drug and Alcohol Advisory Committee also recommended that 

the study be a composite one. 

l.X 



During my stays in Tennant, I made contact with a wide range 
of people, both Aboriginal and European Australians. I spoke 
to local representatives of relevant Government Departments, 
and to town campers, shopkeepers, licensees, drinkers, 
teachers, nurses, doctors, missionaries and ministers, police
men, works supervisors, town councillors and the magistrat e. 
I visited Warrego, Gilbertons Meatworks, Elliott, Ali Curung, 
Wauchope and Wycliff, and held informal discussions in those 
places. I attended Court, visited the Nursing Home, sat in 
pubs and clubs, and went on a Hospital Ward round. 

Quantitative data were collected by means of a questionnaire 
conducted at the Tennant Creek Hospital as well as statistical 
information which was made available by the Medical Superin
tendent, the Police Department, Health Department, Department 
of Community Welfare, Northern Territory Liquor Commiss i on, 
Commonwealth Employment Service, Department of Social Security 

and the Coroner's Office. 

Time restraints have been great and the report is nei ther as 
detailed nor as extensively researched as I would have wished. 
Nevertheless it addresses the issues that prompted the initial 
concerns and will hopefully provide a basis for further 
investigation. 

X 
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PART 

SOCIAL CONTEXT 

Thalaualla, the black snake, arose first 

called Tjinqurokora, where there is a rocky water

hole in the bed of Tennant -Creek. This water-hole is 
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Tradition says that after 

earth, the snake made the creek 
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Range, which he also created. 
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1930 applied for additional land for a hotel. The 

application was refused At almost the same time, 

a wagon carrying a load of beer and building 
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PART ONE 

TENNANT CREEK THE TOWN AND ITS SOCIAL CONTEXT-

1. DESCRIPTION 

Tennant Creek lies on the western side of the Barkly Table

lands, 500 km north of Alice Springs and 1,035 km south of 

Darwin on the Stuart Highway. 

In 1981 there was a population of 3,118 people, of which 481 

were Aboriginal people ( about 15% of the population) . . There 

are fluctuations in population among both Aboriginal and 

European Communities, whi_ch are influenced by seasonal employ

ment among both groups (the cattle stations and the Meatworks, 

respectively). The nearest large Aboriginal Community is 

Ali Curung (previously known as Warrabri) which lies 146 km 

south-east of the town. Ali Cu~ung has a population of 

approximately 400 (1981 census); although Bell estimates the 

population to be 650. (Bell, 1980:242). 

During the period discussed here (late 1983) it is likely that 

the Tennant Creek population is less than the 1981 census 

figures. This is primarily because of retrenchments from 

Peko-Wallsend's Warrego mine, and the end of the season at the 

town's Meatworks. The European popu~ation of the town is 

September 1983 would have been approximately 2,000 people. We 

can assume that the Aboriginal population was still approxi

mately 480. Aborigines thus constituted . approximately 19% of 

> the total population of Tennant Creek during _ the research 

period. 

Numerous tourists and business people pause at the town, 

situated as it is on the main Stuart Highway linking -Alice 

Springs with Darwin. The town contains Government Offices and 

representatives of Government Departments whose area extends 
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over the Barkly Region, are based in Tennant Creek. 

Europeans, then, pass through the town, stopping to see the 

local tourist attractions of the - Pebbles and the Devil's 

Marbles and to swim and sail at the local recreation lake, 

Mary Ann Dam. 

Aboriginal people from Barkly pastoral properties and settle

ments further south pass through the town or remain there for 

a variety of reasons. The?e include attending ceremonies, and 

to attend to other business such as collecting pension cheques -

and supplies, visiting relatives, attending court or the 

Hospital. 

One of the significant features of the town is the short-term 

nature of a section of the population. There are, of course, 

those who have lived in -Tennant all their lives, but a consid- . 

erable turnover exists among more recent arrivals. For some, 

Tennant is expected to be a temporary workplace for one or two 

years, particularly among professional and semi-professional 

people. The Hospital has a high turnover of medical staff, 

the present Medical Superintendent having the longest tenure 

( 14 months) of any of his doctors ( 4 in number). The High 

School has a staff turnover of 50% per annum; bank employees 

usually have two-year tenure. 

The meatworkers employed by Gilbertsons expect to work only 

for about six months of the year. When the season ends, they 

head south, to return when the works re-open. Warrego Mine 

had a workforce of appoximately 1,000 people until 1981 when 

retrenchments and the closure of a copper smelter cut the 

population drastically. Warrego people, now numbering about 

500, travel to Tennant Creek to shop, attend the Hospital and 

for social reasons. 

Tennant Creek, although small, is not a homogenous community, 

but a heterogenous collection of social groups. Groups are 

differentiated by numerous social, political and cultural 

values which are espoused by their members. People visit the 

town for a variety of reasons and often for limited periods of 

• 
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time. Some manage to earn large sums of money, and are 

depicted as having a get-rich-quick mentality. Other groups 

in the town are depicted as being drop-outs from the south, · 

people who would not survive elsewhere. Some successful 

• residents had acquired land cheaply in earlier years and are 

now benefitting; some have spread their pecuniary interests 

throughout the town. 

Among the Aboriginal groups in the town are several different 

language groups, primarily Warramunga, Warlpiri, Alyawarra and 

Kaititj. Some live in the town itself, in Housing Commission 

homes or those owned by an Aboriginal hc;msing association. 

Others live on special purpose leases where new houses have 

been constructed, and others in makeshift humpies on land 

nearby, who are considered by the town's authorities to be 

'illegal' fringe dwellers. 

There are in Tennant Creek some Aboriginal people of mixed 

descent who hold Government or 'white collar' posts, who are 

'integrated' into the community, viewed by Europeans as 

'blacks who are like whites'. 

Among the European population there are the professionals -

usually temporary - at the schools, Hospital and Government 

Of fices. There is a strong local business community whose 

members between them own the properties and retail outlets in 

the main street, Paterson Street. A few individual business 

people own multiple properties in the town. From this group 

the Town Council draws its membership. The major employers 

(the mine and the Meatworks) have management and supervisory 

staff, who form a group distinct from the workers at these 

establishments. 

There is a limited social arena within which these groups can 

operate which is made up of the sporting, recreational and 

licensed facil ties of the town. These will be described in 

more detail in chapter 2 but a brief description of these 

facilities is given below. 
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1.1 SOCIAL LIFE AND ALCOHOL 

There are at present in Tennant Creek, thirteen licensed · .. 
outlets and they are listed below. 

Wholesale: 

Stores: 

Clubs: 

Restaurants: 

Taverns: 

Hotels: 

Tennant Creek Trading 

Headframe Bottle Shop 

Tennant Sporting Club Inc. 
Tennant Creek Memorial Club 
Tennant Creek Bowling Club 
Tennant Creek- Golf Club 
Police Club 

Boomerang Restaurant 
Eldorado Motor Inn Restaurant 

Squash Club 
Brian's Place 

Tennant Creek Hotel (The Swan) 
Goldfields Hotel 



,, 

7 

fig. 1 . 
+ U,,,;ty t/WY 2 7 • r» 

r,,we W,1ys 2 71'.111 

Kuthe""" 6 7 9;.m 

(),HW'" 10J5Jofl 

MAP OF TENNANT CREEK

SHOW /NG LIQUOR OUTLETS. @-

IR�t�E 

t•""'" ,,,k 

· .......... .nninn D

ST 

···"· UU UU' c:;::�-.!!.-::._-=._-=-=1

Th ,,.
--... ,111ll.1n 

I 
' 

I 
. \ 

I Qw&I I M1!fl.1n1t 

\ 
I 

Utl \ .._ 
/ 

& �111 A.r.. - "" 
�•"'"' 

TENNANT

CREEK

Qt?vt1S M.JrfJ/es 106•m 

'>/liJuctio�e 11.J"-m 

Bt1rr,.;fVCret!#f. 224io.lH · 

Afrce S;,nngs 507/r.nrf 

y_ouos OUJ LEiS

\ H,o.dfroml �. stop 7 Goldfie\ds Hott\

2 Memorial Ctu b
S T. C. Trading

3 Police C\ub 9 Brian's Place

4 aoom11<1rq RtSt. \ O Ternant creek t,ote\

s Bowling C\ub \ \ sporting Club 

6 Squ<1sh Club 
\ 2 Eldorado Motor Im



8 

TENNANT CREEK TRADING 

This establishment is a whole·sale liquor outlet, situated in 

Scott Street, somewhat away from the central area of the town. 

Nine litres of alcohol is the minimum purchase (ie one carton 

of beer). The premises, which comprise a large warehouse, are 

open from 9: 30 am - 5: 00 pm Monday - Thursday, and 9: 30 am -

6:00 pm Friday, and Saturday mornings 9:00 am - 12 Noon. 

During the week they may only sell to travellers going more 

than 50 km away from Tennant, al though on Saturday mornings 

they are able to sell to anyone, a rule over which the owners 

expressed some bewilderment. Their beer prices are some of 

the cheapest in town with Carlton White (ubiquitous · in 

Tennant) at $16.50 a carton - although this price is to rise 

as a result of recent increases. 

THE HEADFRAME BOTTLE SHOP 

The Headframe is still sometimes referred to as 'Peter's 

Place' colloquially, as the bottle shop was previously housed 

in Peter's Place Supermarket a few yards away. It has been 

open in its present form as a separate bottle shop since 

July 1982. The premises, which are the major source of take

away liquor apart from the Goldfields Drive-In Bottle Depart

ment, comprise a large brick building with bottles arranged in 

a supermarket-style display, with two check-out tills. Hours 

of opening are from 12 Noon - 6:00 pm Monday - Thursday; 

12 Noon - 8: 00 pm Friday and 9: 00 am - 1: 00 pm Saturday. 

Prices are cheap, with a carton of beer selling for $17. 50 

(\ carton $9.00); fortified wine is sold in bottles only, and 

was on 'special' during my research at $2.00 {Hardy's Tintara 

Invalid Port). The Headframe also carries a good selection of 

bottled and cask wine as well as flagons of Moselle and 

Riesling. Moselle is a favoured drink among Aboriginal people 

at $4.00 per flagon. The shop was the only source of large 

cans of Carlton White in the town (750 mL at $1.40), however 

the Northern Territory Government has banned ring-pull tops 

(for litter reasons) , and these cans will in future not be 

sold in the Northern Territory. For many reasons the 

Headframe is an important source of alcohol for Aboriginal 

people in Tennant. 

.,. 
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SPORTIES CLUB 

.. The Sporties Club (as it is known locally) has the .highest 

membership of any Tennant Creek Club, approximately 600 ( ie 

~ about 30% of the European population}. This high membership 

was achieved as a result of a 'membership drive' in order to 

help the Club out of financial straits. It is likely that a 

much lower number actually attend the Club on a regular basis. 

There is also multiple membership of several Clubs. 

The membership fee -is low ($5.00). However access is strictly 

controlled by a key-card slot in the locked front door. 

Perhaps to counteract the low membership fee (and low alcohol 

prices), there are dress regulations. Shirts must be worn at 

all times in the Members Bar and Games Room. 'Tank tops 1 

(sleeveless T shirts} can only be worn at the outer bar until 

7:00 pm. 

Visitors may be given a temporary membership card which 

enables them to buy drinks at the bar. People are expected to 

join after they have been signed in on three occasions. Hours 

of opening are from 4: 00 pm to 11: 30 pm on weeknights, and 

until midnight at weekends. 

The club is a lively one, offering several pool tables, table 

tennis, darts, poker machine, TV, and Bingo (on Sunday after

noons). It has a softball team (the 'softies') and hosts 

post-event get togethers. 

Bar prices are cheap with a 200 mL beer ( 7 oz) selling for 

65¢; a 285 mL beer (10 oz 'handle') selling for 85¢ and a can 

( 333 mL/13 oz) for $1. 30. A full nip of spirits pl us mix 

costs $1. 50. A takeaway carton of beer costs $18. 00 (more 

expensive than the Headframe and Tennant Creek Trading). 

There are no meals available. 

The distinction between the two bars is innovative (since the 

present management took over 6 months ago). Previously there 

was only one bar, which has now been divided into two, creat-

....,- _. v I 
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ing a lounge bar (members) which is carpeted and has tables 

and chairs, separate from the outer bar which is unfurnished. 

The Sporties Club advertisement in the local paper The Tennant 

and District Times carries · the admonition that 'bad language 

will not be tolerated'; 

MEMO CLUB 

The Memorial Club is well-known in Tennant for its excellent 

meals which are served either in the dining room or the bar 

both at midday and in the evenings (except Sundays).· Member

ship is currently .· approximately 290 ( 14. 5% of the European 
population) and the membership . fee will be $20.00 next year. 

The door is not locked and _access · to non-members is not so 
strictly .controlled as at , the Sporties Club. However the 

Manager expressed annoyance that - some people continued to use 

the Club's facilities without joining. The Club is open from 

12 noon to 10 : 00 pm Sunday/Monday/Tuesday and until 11:30 pm 

throughout the rest of the week. 

There is one main bar with a carpeted area and tables and 

chairs, darts, pool, three poker machines and a T.V. There is 

a separate pool table in a room of its own near one end of the 

bar entitled 'bullshit corner', so named as it is the regular 
spot for a particular drinking group. 

Prices at the bar are slightly dearer than at the Sporties, 

with a 200 mL glass of beer at 67¢; 285 mL at 88¢ and a can 

at $1. 35. A full nip of spirits costs $1. 30. A carton of 

takeaway beer sells at $19.00 (an expensive way to buy 

24 cans) - but as with the other Clubs, over-the-counter sales 
are a matter of convenience rather than economy. Members 

claim that the Club's p:r;_ices are too cheap and that the 

management should charge more . 

BOWLING CLUB 

The Bowling Club situated next to the lawn bowls green is a 

small establishment with a regular clientele of approximately 
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40. Twice this number are officially members but the Manager 

commented that he never saw them, they had 'disappeared'. 

There is a membership fee of $30.00 with an initial joining 

fee of $5.00. 

Their bar is open from 4:00 pm - 7:00 pm and on bowling days 

is open all day. 

The Club hosts visiting teams from elsewhere in the Northern 

Territory and interstate for bowls championships. 

POLICE CLUB 

The Police Club is located within the Courthouse/Police · 

Station complex in the main street and comprises a small bar, 

with a pool t .able and darts. Police Clubs have become more 

common in the Northern Territory over the last four years, and 

Darwin, Alice Springs and Katherine also have Clubs. The 

Tennant Creek Police Club started in 1979 and now has a 

licence to open 70 hours per week. Trading hours are from 

4:00 pm - 2:00 am to cover shift hours, 7 days per week. 

SQUASH CLUB 'THE DOLLY POT INN' 

The Squash Club is a highly successful venture comprising a 

licensed restaurant and three squash courts, together with a 

sauna and spa pool. Dress is casual because people go to play 

squash, and many take their children. There is a TV and the 

Club holds functions from time to time (such as hosting visit

ing musicians for the Arts Council). The quality of meals is 

high and pric.es are low (the most expensive meal is around 

$7.00), however it is not necessary to have a meal in order to 

purchase alcohol at the bar. 

BOOMERANG RESTAURANT 

Located on the main street, this is the only licensed restaur

· ant in Tennant which is not part of a Motel or Club. 
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There is an open air beer garden section next to the 

restaurant. 

ELDORADO MOTOR INN RESTAURANT 

The Eldorado is the most expensive licensed restaurant in 

Tennant and is of high quality. The restaurant hosted Prince 

Charles and Princess Diana at a reception on their brief visit 

to Tennant earlier in 1983. 

BRIAN'S PLACE 

Brian's Place on a large corner block in the main street is 

described as a 'tavern' and comprises a large, lavishly furn

ished bar with a grill restaurant at one end. Because of its 

size, and the fact that it has a stage and facilities for 

amplification equipment, Brian's Place is used as a disco, as 

a venue for cabaret-style entertainments as well as local 

functions ( school fund-raising events, meetings, etc). 

Country and Western singers are popular. It opens for long 

hours, from 12 Noon to 12 midnight Monday - Thursday; 12 noon 

to 2 am Friday; 5 pm - 2 am Saturday; 5 pm - midnight 

Sunday. Dress is 'to be suitable by management' (sic). There 

is a large video/TV screen. 

There is a separate bar with its own side entrance which was 

known as the Key Bar. This is used for private functions, and 

at one time was intended to be an exclusive drinking place, 

with 'keys' issued to invited members only. It is not func

tioning in this way at present. 

TENNANT CREEK HOTEL 

This was the first hotel to be built when the town started in 

about 1930. Also known as the 'Swan', the hotel covers a 

large area of land in the centre of town. It has no takeaway 

bottle department although takeaways may be purchased over the 

counter. The hotel comprises several small bars; the front 

bar which is, in effect, the Aboriginal bar, opens directly 

. ,,, 
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onto Paterson Street. It is uncarpeted and has little or no 

furniture. 

There are four other bars, with access through another front 

door: a cocktail or lounge bar, and three small bars. The 

front bar, now the only easily accessible bar to Aboriginal 

drinkers in Tennant Creek1 serves wine at $1.00 for a plastic 

{8 oz) glass and cans of beer at $1.40. The bar keeps 'flexi

ble' hours depending on the Management's interpretation of 

the state of order or disorder - if a fight starts, the bar is 

closed down and reopened later. On 'pay days' ( the days on 

which social security· cheques are cashed - Wednesdays and 

Thursdays every fortnight), the fro"nt bar is open from 10 am -

2 pm. It then closes until 6 pm and ·stays open from 6 pm -

9 pm. 

GOLDFIELDS HOTEL 

The 'Goldies' as it is called has existed in some form or 

another since 1936. It has a drive-in bottle department and a 

large front bar both of which open onto the main street. The 

front bar is basic, with no carpet and several pool tables -

i t once had a division which marked off the 'Aboriginal' bar. 

At the back of the hotel is a lounge bar, which has table~ and 

chairs, carpet and a video with a large screen. 

The takeaway outlet is open from 1 pm - 9 pm Monday - Friday; 

12 noon - 9 pm Saturday; and 12 noon - 8 pm Sunday. Prices 

are not the cheapest in Tennant, with a carton of beer selling 

for $20. 00 (\ for $10. 50); the cheapest port available is 

Angove ' s Light Ruby which is $3.00 per bottle. 

In the Aboriginal bar only cans were sold - the main reason 

given by the Manager for the closure was non-profitability, 

al though he also had had 'trouble' and commented that there 

had been 'fewer arrests' since the bar closed. 

1 The other 'Aboriginal' bar in Tennant Creek at the Gold
fields, has now been closed down for most of 1983. 
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WARREGO AND NOBLE'S NOB (Outside town} 

Both these mines provide access to alcohol for their 

employees. Noble's Nob, which is owned by Australian Develop

ment N.L., is 16 km east of Tennant. The mine has a canteen 

where alcohol may be purchased by employees for consumption on 

the premises only. 

At Warrego, 55 km from Tennant, there are two Clubs providing 

drinking facilities; the Bowling Club and the Workers' Social 

and Amenities Club. · Membership of the Bowling Club costs 

$40.00 per year, whereas the Workers' Club charges only ·$2.00 

membership. The Bowling Club thus provides (in the words of a 

staff member) 'a quieter and more secluded place to drink'. 

The Workers' Club is the major social venue for Warrego mine 

workers and their families; 'everyone belongs'. It is open 

from 10:15 am - 12:15 p~ and from 4:00 pm - 10:00 pm Monday -

Thursday and until 11: 00 p~ on_ Friday; 10: 00 am - 10: 00 pm 

Saturday and 12 noon - 8: 00 pm Sunday. Takeaway liquor is 

available_ from 12 Noon - 9: 00 pm. The Club is a social club 

with two large billiard tables, darts, poker machines and a 

large video screen, where films are shown every night. It has 

one large bar with a furnished area, and a · small unfurnished 

bar 'The Dirty Dozen'. This is so named _as it has no dress 

requirements, and the men may drink there straight from the 

mine; 'we can hose it down afterwards'. The bar sells a 

variety of interstate beers (XXXX, Melbourne Bitter, etc) as 

workers are mostly from elsewhere, and want to drink their own 

brands. 

TYPES OF LIQUOR CONSUMED 

Tennant Creek is primarily a beer-drinking town. In 1982 for 

example, beer constituted 91.19% of the total litreage of 

alcohol consumed in the town and its surrounding area. The 

Liquor Commission provided the percentages given below. 

· t 
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TABLE 1.1 

TOTAL LITREAGE OF ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES SOLD IN TENNANT CREEK 

(AND AREA) AND ALICE SPRINGS IN 1982 (APPROXIMATE PERCENTAGES) 

Tennant Creek 
Alice Springs 

Wine 

2.39% 
13.31% 

Spirits 

6.42% 
2.8% 

Beer 

91.19% 
83.00% 

The above figures show that less beer and more wine is drunk 

in Alice Springs than in Tennant Creek. 

In Tennant Creek, a greater proportion of beer sales are made 

in the hotels than from any other source of liquor (clubs, 

restaurants etc) . In fact the two hotels between them sell 

approximately 45% of the wine, 59% of the spirits and 51% of 

the beer sold in the town, ·as can be seen -below. 

TABLE 1.2 

PERCENTAGES OF SALES OF TYPES OF ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES BY 

OUTLET·, TENNANT CREEK, 1982 ( from NT Liquor Commission) 

Outlet Wine Spirits Beer 

Stores r 41.6 % r 14.59% 15.4 % 
Wholesalers 2.8 % 1.59% 3.03% 
Clubs 6.33% 22.27% - ~, 29.32% . ( 

Restaurants 4.51% 2.86% 0.98% 
Hotels 44.84% 58.69% 51.27% 

Not surprisingly, the clubs sell a good deal of beer and 

spirits, but less wine. The stores sell more wine than any 

other alcohol beverage. 

1.3 OTHER SOCIAL EVENTS AND ALCOHOL IN TENNANT CREEK 

There are other occasions in the social life of the town when 

short-term special licences are granted - in fact many people 
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conunented that an event in Tennant without alcohol would 

simply fail to attract the numbers. 

At annual events such as the Rodeo, Goldrush Show, Tennant 

Creek Show and the Races, one of the Service Clubs such as 

Apex or Rotary runs the bar on a special licence. The licence 

fee for such an occasion is a flat rate of $20 . 0o, · and apart 

from paying for overheads and the fact that the licensee is 

not entitled to purchase supplies at wholesale prices, this is 

a very lucrative business for whoever runs the bar. There is 

no requirement on the Club concerned to send in returns on 

sales. 

The Speedway, held in the evenings twice monthly, h a s a 

special licence and sells canned beer, and there is drinking 

also at the baseball and basketball games; 'it gives them 

strength' one conununity membe~ said. Any fund-raising event 

in Tennant Creek needs alcohol sales to make it viable; the 

primary school quiz night was held at Brian's Place; the 

Anglican Church Wine and Cheese night was held at the Tennant 

Creek Hotel ( always a resounding success with approximately 

200 people attending). Any eyent that demands good attendance 

for its success provides al~ohol in order to achieve this; 

the Speech Night at Warrego School had 'BYOG' on the invi ta

tions; its Preschool had a ·gathering for parents at which no 

food, but alcohol was provided; as a consequence, the fathers 

came. One prominent member of the community commented 'every 

social event is associated with alcohol~ and most are for 

men'. The male domains of the Clubs are popular in Tennant: 

Apex, Rotary, Lions, Freemasons, Buffaloes. 

1.4 'DRY' SOCIAL ACTIVITIES 

Social events in Tennant Creek as a whole revolve around 

alcohol. Consequently there is a dearth of activities which 

do not provide alcohol, and those that exist tend to be for 

young people. 

-. 
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There is _ a weekly 'dry disco' held at the CWA Hall. Entrance 

is $2.00 for youths and $5.00 for adults. The disco is popu

lar, attracting between 80 and 120 people regularly, many of 

whom are Aboriginal. Occasionally an off-duty policeman helps 

on the door as there have been older men wanting admittance 

who have been dri~king. For young people there is also roller 

skating at one of the schools on Saturday nights, and a BMX 

bike track. There is one drive-in cinema in the town, and two 

coffee bars. One of these, Godfathers, is a health shop and 

resta:urant; the other, the Pioneer Milk Bar sells takeaway 

fried foods. It is a popular teenage gathering place, for 

both Aboriginals and Europeans, as it - has a back room of 

pinball and space invaders machines. Drinkers go there- -from 

the two nearby hotels to - buy food, especially Aboriginal 

drinkers, who tend not to buy counter meals at the pubs. The 

Pioneer closes at 9 pm every night · except Fridays when it 

stays open until midnight. It has some broken windows. 

I have described briefly the availability of alcohol in 

Tennant Creek and given -an outline of the social events which 

are associated with alcohol and those which are not. In order 

to complete this section on the town and its context, - I now 

turn to a description of the Aboriginal people in and-around 

the town and their social networks. -

1.5 TJUNKURAKURA1 :0N WARRAMUNGA COUNTRY 

The town of Tennant Creek is built on country which belongs to 

· the Warramunga people. The takeover of their hunting, gather

ing and watering places has been more or less continuous since 

the establishment of the Overland Telegraph Station in 1871. 

When Spencer and Gillen passed through the region in 1901 they 

witnessed so many ceremonies by the Warramunga that they were 

quite exhausted (Nash, 1980:2). They reported that 200 

Aborigines were camped at Tennant Creek, and Spencer's photo

graphs are evidence of the richness of Warramunga culture that 

1 The Warramunga name for the Tennant Creek waterhole and 
site complex north of the town. 
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they witnessed (Mulvaney 1982: 70-102). Thirty years later, 

Professor Stanner remarked that the tribe was very much 

depleted. He noted that the number of people camped at 

Tennant Creek was about 60 (Stanner 1980:43). By this time 

payable gold had been found in the area and the rush was on, 

bringing over 600 people of European and Asiatic bac~ground to 

the goldfields (Powell 1982:173, Tuxworth 1978:4). A Reserve 

set aside in · 1892 for the Warramunga east of the Telegraph 

Station, was by the .1930's dotted with over 50 miner's claims 

and was overrun by 500 head of pastoralists' cattle. Gold had 

been found on the Reserve. The area included rockholes and 

places of spiritual signi_ficance to the Warramunga. Starmer 

wrote, 'I was upset by some talk of moving the 

Aborigines, the last of the Warramunga, out of the way of .the 
- - . -

miners into a stretch of bush in which incidentally, I almost 

perished for water' ( Starmer 1-974: 16). His report (printed in 

1980), recommending that · bores be sunk and a ration depot 

opened on the new area, was ignored. The old Reserve was 

shifted into this barren area; and as Stanner dryly stated, 

'the miners · won and the Warramunga lost' (ibid:16). 

Warramunga people continued to live on the 'old' Reserve until 

1945 when approximately 200 Aborigines were moved to Phillip 

Creek Native Settlement. This was a barren place and closed 

down because of water problems once another site was located 

at Warrabri in the 1950's. 

1.6 THE TOWN DWELLERS 

During the 1930's and 1940's the town of Tennant Creek was 

'out of bounds' to the Aboriginal people. The Phillip Creek 

people were allowed in t~ice a week, on Thursday and Saturday 

nights (for the cinema) 1 . However, even with the establish

ment of Warrabri in the 1950's, some people chose to stay near 

the town once the old Aboriginal Ordinance preventing this had 

ceased. ·The pattern of movement into Tennant from Warrabri 

has apparently existed since the establishment of Warrabri. 

Undoubtedly the Warramunga continued to visit their sites and 

places of spiritual significance north of the town. 

1 Pers. Conun., Mrs H. Tuxworth. 

• 
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The presence of Europeans and the taking up of pastoral land 

and mining leases on land Aborigines considered as their own 

in themselves also served to encourage some Aborigines to stay 

in and around the town. As Reynolds notes the '"town blacks" 

shifted camp regularly, even though distances moved were 

increasingly confined within a shrinking circle of territory' 

(Reynolds 1981:160). 

· 1 . 6 ( 1 ) THE VILLAGE 

In the 1960' s an area of land was set aside away from the 

central district of Tennant and on the south side of the town 

as a -camping place foi:: Aboriginal people from Warrabri who 

wanted to work in town. This became known as "The Villa·ge", 

now a special purpose lease held by an Aboriginal Housing 

Association (Warramunga Pabulu Association). 

The Village has both Warramunga and Warlpiri residents number

ing 40 in March 19831 , and the lease is 1.15 hectares in size 

(House of Reps. 1982:2171). New houses - with electricity, town 

water and sewage connections have been erected in 1983. The 

land, once apart from the town, is now on the edge of town 

housing development, and adjacent to the road leading to the 

dump. As Clark noted in his submission to the Standing 

Committee on Fringe Dwelling Aboriginal Communities, the 

Village residents have a reputation for heavy drinking which 

he doubts is justified (1981:1390)~ The Village is the place 

where visitors from Warrabri tend to stay, and is the centre 

for people going to and from Miyikampi Outstation. 

1.6 (2) THE MULGA 

An area of land north of the town on the eastern side of the 

highway · had long been a camping place for Aboriginal people 

from the Barkly Stations. Mrs Mary Ward of Banka Banka 

Station built a hostel on this land which was intended to 

1 1983 Community Profile Collection, DAA (Alice · Springs 
office) 
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house visiting stockroen and families as part - of her philan

thropic work. The building was never used for this purpose, 

and now stands amid the newly erected houses of The Mulga 

Special Purpose Lease. People from Rockhampton, Elliott and 

Banka Banka frequently stay at The Mulga; behind the 

'official' camp are some 'unofficial' camps of Alyawarra and 

Wombaya p·eople ( the latter from Brunette Downs). The -Mulga is 

the . largest of the Aboriginal Special Purpose Leases at 

8 hectares1 . The resident · population was 79 Warramunga people 

on the DAA's March 1983 reckoning, the majority being women. 

Some of the Warramunga women at The Mulga are important 

ceremonial leaders. 

1.6 (3) BLUEBERRY HILL 

This 

only 

1.s the smallest of the Tennant Special Purpose Leases, 

1. 02 hectares, on the western side of town. Clark 

comments that it is one of the oldest in the town, as people 

have been living here for thirty years - the official lease 
- . 2 
was granted early in . 1982 . Five elderly Warramunga people 

live at Blueberry Hill. Town water is available and there are 

septic tanks. 

1.6 (4) KARGURU 

A new lease of 25 hectares is planned for Karguru, on the 

eastern side of the town. At present the population of mainly 

Alyawarra people live in humpies- and tents and must cart water 

by hand. There is one tap. Facilities are minimal at 

present. 

lease but 

land, has 

Warramunga 

themselves 

No housing is planned as yet for the 'new' Karguru 

the Town Council, who wish to hold the lease to the 

had plans drawn up for ablution facilities. The 

Pahulu Association also wish · to hold the title 

and the matter is still being negotiated. The new 

1 House of Reps. , Standing Committee, Hansard, 23 March 
1982:2170. 

2 Ibid.: 1391. 
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lease is intended by the Town Council to encompass so-called 

illegal fringe dwellers who are not on leases. 1 

The new lease will boost the area of land available for 

Aboriginal residence in Tennant Creek to 35.17 hectares. Up 

until this new lease was planned Tennant had, by comparison 

with_ other Northern Territory towns~ ·one of the smallest total 

areas of Special Purpose Lease·s · for Aboriginal town dwellers. 

(3 leases totalling 10.17 hect~res - House of Reps~ Standing 

Committee, 1982:2170). 

1.6 (5) OTHER CAMPS 

There are several other camps on the edges of town (mostly out 

of sight _ of the casual passer-by) which are constructed of 

corrugated iron, plastic" sheets and tents~ 

The positioning of campsites in Tennant has for decades 

reflected the geographical orientation of the different langu

age groups: the Warramunga to the north, the Warlpiri to the 

west and the Alyawarra and- Kaititj to the south-east. 

Within this group orientation are locations selecte~ for more 

individual reasons. For example, there is · a camp· near the 

drive-in ('drive-in camp') where a small group stay who were 

ousted from The Mt~lga _ because of their drinking behaviour. 

Another camp was set up apart near The Village as a grieving 

camp ('sorry camp' ) after a death. Freedom of choice over 

campsites is a crucial part of Aboriginal strategy with regard 

to alcohol. Consequently drinkers' camps are located away 

from the scrutiny of the police and casual passers-by, and 

conversely camps may be established in order to avoid 

drinkers. Access to water, shade and firewood also influence 

the location of camps. 

1 The camps at Karguru have expanded since 1980 and Bell 
and Ditton (1980:74) point out that this has caused 
conflict, since the east side camps were originally for 
non-drinkers who sought a quiet place to camp while on 
visits to town. 
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A so-called 'illegal' camp, located beyond the 
perimit~r of one of the Tennant Creek sp~cia1 
Purpose Leases. 

New housing at The Mulga. 

': 



1.7 ABORIGINAL HOUSING 

The Warramunga Pahulu ('Housing') Association (W.P.A.) owns 

eight houses in town which are leased to Aboriginal-families, 

and the Housing Commission has five houses specially allocated 

to Aborigines and some other houses tenanted by Aborigines. 

Rent for Housing Commission homes is $57.30 per week but those 

on unemp~oyment benefits receive a rental rebate. 

The Warr~unga Pahulu Association has a staff of three, a 

workforce of sixteen and a Council of eight members (five ~en 

and three women). As -well as being a housing association 

which erects houses in the town camps, the Association will 

also become a resource centre to supply outstations. They 

have a grant of $130, 000 from the Aboriginal Development 

Commission to provide shelter on outstations and are currently 

:Lnvestigating the issue. The outstation movement, as else

where, is strong in the region, and with the psy~hological and 

monetary commitment that such a venture demands, serves as a 

powerful alternative to committed drinking in the town. The 

following are the outstations associated with the W.P.A. 

Nguradidji (Alyawarrg). 

Miyikampi (Warlpiri) 

Canteen Creek (Alyawarra/Warramunga) 

Indariny·a (Alyawarra) 

Jara Jara (Kaititj/Warlpiri) 

Kalumbulba (Warramunga) 

Nicholson River, 3 outstations (Garawa) 

Jingulu (Tjingili) 

Murandji (Mudbura) 

Some of these outstations are unoffically 'dry' in that promi

nent adult members of the group attempt to dissuade dr_inkers 

from going into the outstations. The sheer investment of time 

and energy in keeping an outstation community viable curbs 

drinking. · In a sense it is a strain for an outstation to 

carry the additional burden of the trouble that drinkers can 

cause. People lose sleep, · working life can be disrupted . and 

.. 
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people may get hurt. Miyikampi and Jara J~ra are considering 

making application_ to be officially 'dry' , but there are, 

naturally, immense problems in policing such an arr~ngement. 

The W.P.A. Chairman thought that making these outstations dry 

would be 'hard' because people would be encouraged to go to 

Tennant to drink. Certainly there are some men well-known -in 

Tennant as heavy drinkers who stay at The Village, and an 

older relative of theirs runs Miyikampi outstation. He has 

reportedly 'kicked them out' . The problem for Aboriginal 

people is then, one of responsibil_i ty: in order to maintain 

order on an outstation it may be necessary to eject certain 

individuals who then 'make trouble' elsewhere. An outstation 

group is more vulnerable in many ways - it may be composed 

largely of elderly _people, and skilled medical help ( in the 

event of a fight) may be far. away1 . ·People are concerned 

about such things, even if equipped with two-way radios. It 

is 'safer' for drinkers to be in- town- where there is a 

hospital and the police are on call. 

1.8 ALI CURUNG (Warrabri) 

Ali Curung people are closely associated with Tennant Cre_ek 

and have constantly travelled into the town since _the estab

lishment of the settlement. Warrabri was established in 1956 

as a settlement for Warramunga and Warlpiri2 people from 

Phillip _ Creek: it was vacant Crown Land east of the Stuart 

Highway. Unlike the establishment of some other settlements, 

it was reported that the Aboriginal people were not unwilling 

to move from Phillip Creek to Warrabri; although it was not 

their -traditional country indeed they arrived at the new 

1 The vulnerability of the early days of one outstation, 
Ngurrantiji, is described in Bell (1978). The group was· 
cut off from supplies by heavy rain, and .having run out 
of food were forced to trek into Tennant Creek. 

2 Warlpiri people had scattered as far north as Phillip 
Creek and Wave Hill, after the Coniston killings · in 1928. 
The name 11warrabri" was coined to incorporate the two 
names of Warlpiri and Warrarnunga. 
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location six months earlier than planned1 . Bell notes that it 

was an unfortunate sit~ for a settlement, being a dog dreaming 

place (Bell 1982b:203). ~ 

Warramunga, eastern Warlpiri and Kaititj people occupied the ~ 

reserve, and Alyawarra people came later, in the 1960 1 s. The 

present composition of the settlement has been estimated as 

follows: 

Warlpiri - 35% 

Warramunga/Walmanbah - 20% . 

Kaititj - 15% -

Alyawarra - 30% 

(Toohey 1979:7). 

The Warlpiri and Warramunga are still basically considered by 

the other language groups at Warrabri, to be interlopers 

(Bell 1982b: 199). These factors have created and sustained 

tensions which manifest in violence and unrest in the settle

ment (Bell 1980:242) from which people wish to absent them

selves from time to time. Ali Curung has been declared a 'dry' 

area and no alcohol may be taken onto its 440 sq. km without a 

permit. So far, those who have been granted p·ermi ts by the 

Aboriginal Council have been European Staff Members2 . The dry 

area is policed by two European police sergeants and two 

Aboriginal police aides who between them run the police 

station, located in the settlement itself. 

Liquor has never been available at Ali Curung but residents 

have long had access to alcohol from the Wauchope Hotel, on 

the Stuart Highway north of Ali Curung. The nearest liquor 

1 Personal communication Mr E.C. Evans, who was at the time 
Chief Welfare Officer. Bell ( 1980: 242), on the other 
hand, states that the Aboriginal population was not 
properly consulted as to the location, and were trucked 
in. Warrabri is on Kaititj land. 

2 I was told that the request for permits by Whites origin
ated from the resident police. Up until 1982 no one at 
Ali Curung was permitted to bring alcohol into the area_. 
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outlet to Ali Curung community is, however, at Wycliff, a 

roadhouse on the Stuart Highway only 25 minutes drive from the 

settlement . 

1.9 WYCLIFF (Restaurant and Takeaway Licence) 

To a large extent, the shop and liquor outlet at Wycliff 

derives its income from Aborigines (N. T. Liquor 

Co~ission 1982b) . These are mainly Ali _curung people but 

also Aborigines from Emerald Station, Willowra, Neutral 

Junction and Stirling Station utilize Wycliff. Alcohol may 

be purchased at Wycliff for cons-µmption with a meal or for 

consumption more than 2 km away. The number of white cans in 

heaps around the Aboriginal camps reveal that the 2 km law is 

neither observed nor enforced in this particular corner of the 

Northern Territory. Apart from Wauchope ,· Wycliff is the only 

takeaway outlet on the Stuart Highway between Alice Springs 

and Tennant Creek. The premis_es are open until midnight, and 

consist of a dining room (with a shirt and shoes dress 

requirement) and a shop selling counter meals (ie a plate of 

hot food for $2.50) and alcohol, as well as a range of goods 

of particular appeal to Aborigines (clothes, blankets, 

cassette players, cowboy hats) . Near the counter is a 'sn_ack' 

area with tables and chairs where some Aboriginal people eat; 

others take their meals outside. Staff from Ali Curung some

times book a separate room for private dinners; they also 

purchase alcohol there. Buses and tourists stop at Wycliff 

for fuel and refreshment. 

Three families of Aboriginal people live at Wycliff, a few 

metres north of the roadhouse. They sometimes help around the 

store, and their social security cheques are sent c/- the 

store. The licensee keeps a large range of imported beers (at 

$2.50 per bottle), but Carlton white cans (bought by 90% of 

the Aboriginal customers) are sold for $14.00 a half carton. 

1.10 WAUCHOPE (Roadside Inn Licence) 

Wauchope is located 17 km north of Wycliff (113 km south of 

Tennant Creek), and because of its picturesque nature, is a 
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regular stopping-place for tourist buses on the Stuart 

Highway. Wauchope is a pub and an hotel with a dining room. 

It has two bars, each with separate doors - the main bar is 

the one frequented by Europeans; the public bar is, in 

effect, an Aboriginal bar. The latter sells a range of food 

commonly bought by Aborigines (instant milk, camp pie, 

Bushells tea). Takeaway alcohol is purchased through a half

door in the main bar. Wauchope sells half a carton1 of 

Carlton white cans for $17.00, ($3.00 more than at Wycliff). 

The hotel sells a wide range of Australian beers (Fosters, 

Southwark, Victorian Bitter, Swan, Emu, West End Draft, XXXX) 

and hot snacks are available over the counter. The main bar 

has a juke box, a · lottery ticket machine and is liberally 

decorated with memorabilia. Dress requirements are announced 

by a notice on the door of the main bar which reads: 

"Sex. Now that we have your attention, no shirt, no servi ce". 

1 There is an informal arrangement with Ali Curung Council 
that no fortified wine is sold, and beer may only be 
purchased to a limit of ' half a carton per person per day 
(ie 12 cans). 
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1.11 SUMMARY 

In this section I have described Tennant Creek and the liquor 

outlets ·in and around the town. I have also described the 

growth and present status of the Aboriginal population of the 

town, and traced the links between Tennant and outside commun

ities of Aborigines. My next task is to characterise the 

drinking activities of Tennant Creek people, both Aboriginal 

and European, and to document the links between the range of 

drinking facilities in the town and the variety of social 

groups who utilize these facilties. 

While the main task of this report is to document the impact 

of alcohol on the social and physical well-being of the town, 

an additional issue emerges which is illustrated in the next 

section. This issue is of a sociological nature. It concerns 

the disjunction between the drinking behaviour of Aborigines 

and Europeans in Tennant Creek, as well as the perception of 

this disjunction by the more powerful and influential sector 

of the community. 



• 
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"They've got some bloody good 

In the Northern Territory, 

From Darwin down to Alice 

They're always on a spree. 

From out on the Barkly Tablelands 

And across to VRD, 

They've got some bloody 
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PART TWO 

ALCOHOL AND THE DIFFERENTIATION OF SOCIAL GROUPS 

2.1 A MARGINAL TOWN 

Tennant Creek is a town on the edge of the desert. It can be 

hot and dusty_ and it is isolated. Although linked by a bitu

men road to other towns, it is 5 hours drive from Alice 

Springs, a day's drive - from Darwin. The road sign outside the 

town once read "Tennant Creek. Stay a Day", as if that was all 

the town could hope for from visitors. It is, then, geograph

ically, socially and psychologically a marginal town whose 

residents _ strongly maintain their own reality, in order to 

keep at bay the desert which lies only a few kilometres from 

their doors. 

Drinking and its associated convivality is an integral part of 

such a maintenance of human social interactions. Through the 

social intercourse of drinking· the town can make and remake 

its social alliance~. 

'There's only one way of drinking in Tennant Creek' , I was 

told, 'and that is to drink a_ lot! ' With few exceptions 

people in Tennant acknowledged that there is a drinking 

'problem' in the town, and its satellite town Warrego. _More

over, the views of these residents, impressionistic and 

personal as they are, included the European population as 

being part of the 'problem' and did not focus entirely on 

Aboriginal drinking. Having made such generalised and 

apparently egualitarian statements, many people then continued 

by directing my attention to specific groups in the town who 

were perceived to be problematic, both in the amount of liquor 

they consumed, and in the disfunctional after-effects of this 

consumption. Most conunonly, (and again, impressionist~cally) 

my attention was drawn to Aboriginal people and to the meat-
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workers _ as illustrating the iproblem'. I shall examine later 

and in more detail the wider drinking scenario, but wish to 

take this preferred differentiation as my starting point. -~ 

Each group (the meatworkers and the Aborigines) shares certain 

common characteristics, in the minds of the Tennant Creek 

populace. They are both considered to be transients and 

outsiders. They come into Tennant for limited periods of time 

and use its facilities. It is supposed that they acquire 

lar9e amounts of money which they squander on gambling and 

alcohol. Their chosen drinking styles are described as noisy 

and demonstrative. Thei~ chosen drinking locations are well

known and are to be avoided. Their family life is somewhat 

unorthodox and is probably 'suffering' as a result of their 
-

lifestyle. A certain amount of mythology has been created 

around the two groups, and actions performed by members of 

each group are seen to reinforce these perceptions s-0 they 

become self-perpetuating. By articulating such perceptions of 

where the 'real' drinking problem lies, Tennant Creek citizens 

deflected attention from themselves. 

Within this mechanism for directing attention elsewhere lies a 

contradiction, for within Tennant Creek as a town also lies a 

high level of tolerance for heavy drinking. Such a level of 

tolerance is illustrated by several examples. Medical staff 

at the hospital commented that when .answering the stock 

questions on the admission form (do you smoke?, do you drink?, 

how much?) it was common for respondents to reply 'not much', 

or 'average' and then state that they drank eight or ten cans 

of beer a night. Prominent members of the community from time 

to time are known to have been involved in alcohol-related 

incidents, which were accepted as normal by the community - I 

was told that elsewhere such a person would be forced to leave 

the town. Workers came out on strike when a fellow employee, 

a heavy drinker, · was not reemployed because of his drunkenness 

at work. 'It could only happen in Tennant' I was told. 

Workmates tolerate and protect drunkenness on the job and 

gifts of alcohol are used to facilitate quick attention to 

maintenance tasks. Attempts to deal with such matters 
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provoked a 'closing of the ranks' . Workers are considered 

unfit for work only if they cannot walk and measuring work 

performance is 'impossible' in Tennant Creek according to 

personnel staff. The same informant sta~ed that 'physically a 

· man can be only 20% and still appear to do his job'. Both 

personnel officers and others commented on the difficulty of 

talking about drink problems with those concerned, saying it 

was virtually impossible to criticise friends or relatives or 

workmates for their drinking habits. 

2.2 'EVERYBODY GETS DRUNK' 

A similar tolerance exists among Aboriginal. people in the 

town. As elsewhere, _· Aborigines in Tennant al though often 

expressing concern about the violence . associated with drink

ing, generally consider drinking to be the business of the 

individual and not as something upon which others have an 

influence. This is a matter of jurisdiction and control, and 

lies at the heart of the alcohol disorder issue for Aboriginal 

people. This question of tolerance and social · control was 

illustrated by a discussion I had at The Village with a group 

of drinkers and non-drinkers. Several people were drunk at 

the · small gathering but no attempt was made by others either 

to oust them or cut across their sometimes rambling conunents. 

During the discussion, individuals deflected attention from 

themselves, drinkers criticised other drinkers but not for 

drinking, and drinking was roundly announced as being part of 

daily life: 

1. We drink at the long house1 , we camp there too. If 

people get hurt we have to walk to the hospital. We 

should have a 'phone box in here (but kids might bust 

it). 

1 A large shed with a concrete floor some metres west of 
The Village. 
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Do you worry about drinking? 

We worry every day for grog. Every day. From Monday to 

Sunday I'm still drunk, and tomorrow I' 11 start again1 . 

Sunday I'm still drunk. Nothing else to do. We got the 

habit of drinking .... once you're liquor, you're liquor. 

What do you drink, wine or beer? 

We drink anything. 

dump camp. 

They drinking metho at Darwin and 

4. . (Man to woman). You worrying about grog. You not worry

ing for kids. 

5. There's a lot of woman do that. That other woman, her 

kids eat tomato sauce. You' re picking on me all the 

time. Everybody gets drunk 

who gets drunk?2 
why don't you pick on x 

The statement of speaker number 1 showed that he was not 

concerned with how to control violence, but accepting that 

violence occurred, he complained that they had no 'phone to 

contact the hospital. The speaker of statement 2 proclaimed 

not drinking but drunkenness as desirable, acceptable and 

apparently inevitable ( 'once you' re liquor, you' re liquor' ) . 

Statements 3, 4 and 5 all involve accusations and deflections 

- by stressing that another woman's children ate tomato sauce 

(this was repeated several times). The woman who was speaking 

refused to be held responsible for her own children. How can 

one person be worse than another when 'everybody gets drunk'? 

1 It was a Sunday. 

2 From taped discussion, Village, 19/9/83. 
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Both communities, Aboriginal and European, have their non

drinkers. Among Aboriginal people are those who are actively 

Christians, who attend the Aboriginal Inland Mission Services. 

Average attendance is estimated at about 40 people and the two 

missionaries said that their churchgoers _were drawn from all 

the town camps. They also stated that several Aborigines who 

had been 'hopeless drunks' had become Christians (mentioning 

that 'about 30' had done so over the years} and who then 

referred to drinking as 'rubbish way' and 'not God's way' . 

Other, older non-drinkers are committed to establishing their 

outstations or devote much of their energy to traditional 

pursuits such as the performance of ritual, and organisaton of 

bush trips for food and site visits. Survey work of an 

anthropological nature has been conducted over the last few 

years ( for land claims and for the Alice Springs to Darwin 

railway) and this in turn has encouraged the enactment of 

ritual performance and facilitated contact with traditional 

country. 

Such activities, although they are not definitively anti

drinking in nature, _serve to reinforce Aboriginal perceptions 

of the importance of their links to country ( in that they 

provide a public. recognition of such links), and strengthen 

traditional rights and powers within Aboriginal groups. By 

providing the opportunity for internal social bonds to be 

overtly legitimated and acted out, the work performed by 

Aborigines on such occasions helps to lessen the preoccupation 

with alcohol. It is ironic that activities associated with 

land rights, which provide such positive spin-offs for Aborig

inal people (including the potential impact on drinking 

mentioned above) should be the cause of such defensiveness and 

intolerance on the part of Europeans in Tennant Creek. 

Europeans in Tennant who do not drink, or who drink very 

moderately, _· appear to be few in number. Such people may be 

guided by religious principles, others by heal th considera

tions. Two doctors at the hospital are non-drinkers - one as 

a means of making a 'statement' about drinking in Tennant, the 

other being vegetarian and committed to physical and social 



38 

health. One young man who lunches at Tennant's only health 

food restaurant and pursues· an active sporting life drinks 

only occasionally, saying that his friends now 'just accept 

it' and do not force him to drink with them. 

Such moderation seems to be the exception rather than the 

rule, and alcohol is deemed a natural part of virtually every 

social occasion in the town. 

'If you don't have grog available, you don't get the numbers' 

and 'if you don't drink, you don't get on socially' I was 

told. 'Getting on socially' is crucial in such a town, and 

perhaps even more so in smaller communities such as Warrego. 

Tennant Creek's social life in the 1930's was described to the 

historian Alan Powell as being when 'everyone was in every

thing and you knew everyone' (Powell ·1982:173). Certainly 

there are areas of social interaction which draw on a cross

section of the community in Tennant, such as sporting activi

ties and school events. However, the fact that everyone is in 

everything has its disadvantages in 1983, and social and 

racial gro-µps in the town actively pursue mechani sms whereby 

they may be di_fferentiated from each other. In order to do 

· this, the licensed · ·outlets in the town have tai lored them

selves to fit in with the needs of their ·clientel e, and in 

some cases have actively pursued a particular 'image' in order 

to attract a parti~ular clientele. 

2.3 WHO DRINKS WHERE, AND WHY 

There are three examples which have been selected, of such a 

differentiation of social interactions associated with 

alcohol: ( 1) Staff and Workers; ( 2) Miners and Meat

workers; (3) Aborigines and Whites. 

(1) Staff and Workers 

The intimacy of work place and social environment in Tennant 

and Warrego is often a trying one for employees and manage

ment. Consequently, there is often a quite dramatic split 
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between social circles. At Warrego, for example, approximate

ly 500 people live in the small company-owned town in a 

variety of living conditions. There are 100 single men, many 

of whom live in caravans or single mens' quarters - the latter 

being rows of demountables consisting of small single rooms, 

linked by a central breezeway. The caravan park of 50 cara

vans once had 150 filled sites (up until late 1981) and· 

contains a variety of dwellings, some with a decidedly · make

shift air. Houses in the town clearly show the status of 

their occupants. The workforce includes substantial numbers 

of Yugoslavs and other new Australians; several men have 

Phillipino wives. The women suffer from boredom and loneli-

ness and 

families 

described 

drinking. 

there is not much social interaction between the 

and single men. Many of the ·single men were 

as 'just hanging on' to their jobs despite chronic 

They too are sometimes lonely and isolated individ-

uals. A man wh~ w~s_ found _dead in the single mens' quarters 

in February . 1981 was suffering from chronic alcohol abuse. It 

was noted that no one recalled seeing him for some time 

(Coroner's Records, Alice Springs). 

The town has a 'dry' mess, frequented mainly by single men 

from the qu~rters, as they lack cooking facilit-ies. There is 

a takeaway food outlet locally known as the 'greasy spoon' and 

a local Asian woman has set up a Chinese takeaway. The two 

licensed premises_, the Workers' Club and the Bowl_ing Club, are 

frequented by the workers and the staff respectively. 

'Everyone ?elongs' to the Workers' Club I was told, but not 

everyone drinks there. 

Members of the Management staff explained that the Bowling 

Club was a 'quieter' place to drink, and that the Workers' was 

where the heavy drinking went on. 'If you go to the Workers' 

you get hounded by people wanting jobs for their friends' one 

staff member told me. Despite these statements, there is now 

'more mixing' between the two groups because the population 

has declined (from a workforce of over 1,000 in 1981 to 370 in 

1983 ) , and the Workers' has become 'more family' oriented, 

whereas it used to cater mainly for the single men. However, 
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the mine workers still retain dominance of gambling activi

ties, which are often accompanied by heavy drinking. There is 

a betting shop at Warrego which is patronised I was told by 

about 20-30 men, ·'they keep it going'. 

There are also long poker games ( reportedly up to 2\ days) 

which are conducted in the single mens' quarters at which 

large amounts of money are reputed to change hands. 

It was said of Warrego that if you did not drink when you 

first arrived, you woul_d 'end up' drinking eight a night, no 

trouble! With such a dearth _ of recreational activities, or 

perhaps more accurately a dearth of group pressure to partici

pate in those which are available (a tennis club has only 10 

playing members; the swimming pool is 'mostly for kids' ) , 

there is a 'built-in pressure to drink just to be part of the 

group', in the words of an employee. There was some eyidence

that workers indulged in binge drinking every six months or 

so - this was described as being in order to relieve the 

stress of working at Warrego and instead of going away on 

leave. 

A similar differentiation of drinking environs occurs between 

the management and workers of Gilbertson's Meatworks. One 

hundred . and seventy nine workers were employed in the plant 

just before its seasonal closure in September 1983_, of which 

150 were men and 29 women. The men have the reputation of 

being 'big drinkers and big spenders'' an_d also of being 

strong union men. All workers at the Works belong . to the 

A.M.I.E.U. and there was a strike this year (1983). As one of 

the Management ruefully commented, 'we definitely can't go 

_down the Goldies this year'. 

The 'Goldies' (Goldfields - Hotel) is the pub where the · meat

workers drink. The Management of the Meatworks on the other 

hand, drink at Brian's Place, a tavern further along the main 

street. I was told that the Management would never drink at 

any of the places frequented by workers, that is the Goldies, 

the Swan or the Sporties Club. Apart from the simmering 

-.. 
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. industrial relations issues that keep the two on an uneasy 

level of interaction, the separate .drinking spots were said to 

be necessar7 'because they start hassling you about what you 

did at work that day'. This statement . was based on an 

incident that had occurred when meatworkers were drinking in 

Brian's Place. 

At one time Brian's Place instituted a 'Key Bar' with its own 

side entrance. Entry was restricted to those who had been 

given keys, and those who received keys were a selected group 

in the town. All staff from the Meatworks were given keys. 

The Manager of -the tavern repo~tedly used the electoral_ role 

in order to select those in a particular income bracket. 

However, the Bar only opened once and did not become a viable 

Club. - Some informants thought that this was because Tennant 

was too egalitarian; others · believed that it failed because 

it coincided with a downturn in the town's ec9nomy. 

The Police in Tennant have their own Club and the neces·si ty 

for it was explained to me in terms of the difficulties faced 

by the Police ( in a small town) of unwinding and relaxing 

without adverse comment from the public.- There has been some 

criticism of the e~clusive bar for the Police and some feeling 

in the town that they _should 'mingle' more with the. populace. 

Doctors, po~icemen and managers in the town ·have all expressed 

a similar complaint; that they cannot leave their roles 

behind while they relax ~ocially. Representatives of each 

group commented that they wer~ approached by members of the 

-community on work-related issues while in their off-duty 

hours, and drew attention to the tedious and sometimes stress

ful impact of such informal consultations . Such inci dents 

reinforce the desire to interact in their own discrete social 

groups. 

(2) Miners and 'Meaties' 

The Goldfields is well known to be the 'meaties' pub and since 

the closure of the Meatworks, it has taken a 50% _ drop in bar 
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sales. Takeaway sales have not been so affected because the 

'meaties' · are 'bar drinkers' 1 . The front bar of the Gold

fields _ is big enough to allow large groups of .people to drink 

and · interact freely. 'It's group work and group drink' a 

meatworker said. The Tennant Creek Hotel (the Swan) on the 

other hand, is composed of a series of smaller bars. The Swan. 

is known to be the miner's pub, and the 'townies' pub ( the 

Mayor of Tennant Creek, for example, uses the Swan). 

The most significant difference between the two groups is that 

the 'meaties' are virtually all men from interstate. It is 

mandatory for all workers to be union members and the union 

only gives membership to skilled workers. Few local people 

have the necessary. skills or experience and so only approxi

mately 20 out of the workforce of 179 were local people2 . The 

Meatworks does not, then, benefit Tennant Creek as far as 

employment is concerned, and this i~ the cause of some resent

ment in the town. Workers stay the season -{usually 6 or 7 

months of the year) and then return to their home States. The 

skilled men, (boners for example) have no trouble finding work 

down south; others stay and go on -the 'rock and roll' (dole) 

in Tennant until the season starts again. A job the follow_ing 

season is assured, as the same men are called each year. Pay 

is on a piece work tally, and the skilled men make good money 

(eg slicers made $27,000 last year for 7 months work). It may 

be that their ostentatious spending adds to the reputation of 

the meaties. Gambling is also a feature of their spending 

pattern and there is a thriving two-up school outside the 

gates of the Works. I was told that the meaties were 'big 

blowers' they spend their money quickly. Raffles are 

popular among meaties and at the Goldies at the end of the 

season, workers were known to be raffling off their 

possessions in order to gather enough money to return south. 

1 Thanks to Keith Hallett for this information. 

2 Personal communication, Tony Campbell.· 

.... 
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Clashes between the two groups were referred to in a general

ised way - especially when the mines and meatworks were at 

full operation - however I could collect no firm data on such 

incidents. 

(3) Aborigines and Whites 

Perhaps the · most obvious of the differentation of groups in 

Tennant Creek as far as drinking is concerned is that between 

Aboriginal people and Europeans. Apart from purchasing take

away alc~hol, there is only one venue where numbers of 

Aboriginal people in the town drink - the front bar of the 

Swan. Up until -e-arly 1983 Aboriginal people also drank at the 

Goldfields in a section of the front bar which was divided off 

from the main area. As already stated this section of -the bar· 

has subsequently been closed down. Aborigines in 

-have, then, two choices: to drink 'at home' ( o~ 

the 2 km limit) or to drink in one bar at the Swan. 

Tennant 

outside

Their 

choice of takeaway outlets is limited too: because in general 

they are not members of Tennant Creek clubs (Memorial, 

Sporties, - etc.) they may not purchase takeaway alcohol from 

them. Aboriginal takeaways are purchased primarily at the 

Headframe and the Goldfields Drive-in bottle departments. 

Tennant Creek Trading is not patronised much by Aboriginal 

people because of . its location (not central) and the minimum 

purchase rule ( 9 litres alcohol_ - 1 carton beer), both of 

which make purchasing alcohol without transport difficult. 

Some 'town' Aborigi_nes (many of mixed descent, with Government 

jobs, or adopted by European families) belong to the town's 

clubs (eg the Sporties) but these people are unusual and are 

treated by Europeans as being exceptional Aborigines (or, as 

one man explained it, 'Aborigines who are really like white 

fellers'). 

As a rule, then, Aborigines and Whites do not drink at bars 

alongside one another. We know that this is also the case at 

Wauchope for example. The two groups purchase and consume 

their liquor separately, apart from the exceptional Aborigines 

(mentioned above) and also some exceptional Europeans who live 
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The door to the 
opens directly 

front bar of the Swan Hotel 
onto Tennant Creek's main street, 

The Goldfields Hotel 
Meatworkers' pub. 
been closed down. 

has become known 
'rhe Aboriginal bar 

as the 
has now 

· .. 
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on the fringes of white society and who maintain de facto or 

marriage relationships with Aboriginal women. Whites, then, 

do not ·often see Aborigines in the act of drinking; . they see 

only the end result, th~ state of drunkenness. 

Europeans, as we have seen, have by virtue of their status and 

compliance with dress requirements, a comparatively wide 

choice of drinking venues: two restaurants, two taverns, two 

hotels, and five clubs. A_s we _ have seen, this varie·ty of 

establishments enables the Europeans to sort themselves into 

chosen social and class groupings, so that they may avoid 

encounters with certain others ( eg management and workers, 

police and public). Aboriginal people do not have the same 

range of environments at their disposal. This means that 

grievances, annoyances and disputes may not be dissipated by a 

distribution between premises (ie in contro"lled, bounded 

environments rather than the open air) as they are with 

Europeans. Rather, those Aboriginal people who wish to drink 

in a bar are all forced to use one small room for this 

purpose. The small size and mixed clientele of the Swan's 

front bar has been criticised by several Aborigines to whom I 

spoke. In a tight area, containing determined drinkers who 

are inevitably of a variety of language groups, visitors and 

residents, the slightest push or wrong word is potentially 

volatile. The door of the front bar opens directly onto the 

main street, with no entrance hall or doorway - drinkers and 

arguers spill out onto the main street (Paterson Street) 

constantly, where they are in full view of vigilant citizens 

or cruising police. The highest number of 2 km law infringe

ments is recorded from outside the Swan (23 cases, or 12% of 

total offences). Over a 5 month period (June - October 1983) 

a total of 235 people were taken into protective custody from 

the Swan Hotel, thus constituting by far the most conunon spot 

for such apprehensions to be made in the town. One wonders 

what would be the result if the 'townies' and the 'meaties' 

were forced to drink together in such an enclosed space. 

Aboriginal people partially overcome this problem by choosing 

to drink in groups in a variety of drinking spots around the 
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town (despite the 2 km law instituted in January 1983). Many 

of these places are outside the Special Purpose Leases which 

constitute the official town camps ( and which are 'private' 

places and thus exempt from the law). Aboriginal people drink 

at their camps on these 'unofficial' sites, as well as in the 

scrub nearby - for example behind The Mulga at the back of the 

caravan park on the north-eastern edge of town, and at the 

'dump camp' behind The Village and near the dump, on the 

south-eastern edge of town. There are drinking places along 

the drainage ditch which lies north-south on the eastern side 

of the main street (this is out of sight of cruising police 

vehicles). A more central spot which is more vulner~ble as it 

is ·only partially hidden, is a small patch of waste ground 

immediately south of the Headframe Bottle Shop - here there is 

limited shade, some grass, and a water tap, all of which are 

important features. A large open-sided shed on scrub-land 

east of (but not part of) The Village lease, is another 

Aboriginal drinking place, known by them as 'the long house'. 

This shed is cool and breezy and also has a water tap. People 

camp under it from time to time. The long house hosts large 

communal drinking groups of up to twenty men. It is a short 

walk · to the hospital from here, and approximately 1. 5 km to 

the Headframe. The police do not interfere with drinking here 

unless they receive a complaint1 . However, drinking places 

have undoubtedly been reduced in number since the implementa

tion of the 2 km law, and people have been driven to the scrub 

rather than the town. As Basil Sansom noted in his work on 

Darwin fringe camps, 'a running calculus of risk and danger is 

a necessity because fringe people while they stay in town are 

at a structured disadvantage' (Sansom 1980:178). 

This is now particularly so, since public drinking is illegal 

and the whole town is within 2 km of liquor outlets. Drinking 

places, then, have this year been selected to minimise risk 

and danger from surveillance and arrest. There is, however, 

little evidence that such sites are chosen in order to 

minimise physical risk, as occurs in other Aboriginal communi

ties (Brady and Palmer, 1984). 

1 Personal Communication, Allan Clark. 

-~ 
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The 'long house' is a popular Aboriginal drinking 
place south of The Village. 

:_:, 
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The two kilometre law has lowered the number of 
drinkers around the Headframe bottle shop. 



48 

The importance of the fringe camps other than official town 

leases is clear, as this excerpt from the House of Represent

atives· Standing Committee enquiry into their status shows: 

... camps and fringe communities on small reserves near 

towns are regarded by Aboriginals as black refuges -

whether for Aboriginals to drink alcohol free from police 

surveillance, or as a place for evicted or homeless 

people to go to stay, or for casual visitors to town to 

stay at. The importance of preserving such places and 

the impact of a final dispossession ( abolishing such 

reserves) would be considerable. 

(House of Reps. 10 Dec 1981:1288) 

Europeans, because their group drinking is conducted in ways 

which are less visible and considered to be ( on the whole) 

socially acceptable (pubs, parties, barbecues in private homes 

or on recreation places) do not have to run the gauntlet of 

the police in the same way. Nevertheless there are times when 

European drinking events come to the attention of the 

authorities - police were called out on four occasions in 

October 1983 to attend to noisy parties. 

2.4 ALI CURUNG AND THE 'VISITING' DRINKERS 

Ali Curung people are closely associated with Tennant Creek, 

as the four main language groups who live there are also 

represented in the town. Many residents have close relatives 

in Tennant and it is natural and necessary that Ali Curung 

people should travel into Tennant to accomplish various .ends. 

The significant factor associated with Ali Curung though, in 

the minds of many Tennant Creek people, is that it is a dry 

area and liquor may not be takeR into the settlement without a 

permit1 . At present no Aboriginal person has a permit. 

1 It was thought by some Europeans, that Aborigines would 
break into the homes of Europeans known to keep alcohol 
in order to obtain it illegally. This has not happened 
at Ali Curung. (Pers. comm. Sgt. Alan Mitchell). 

·-~ 
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Consequently, there is a popular belief that many of the 

drunks around Tennant are Ali Curung people who come to town 

to drink. Many people, both European and Aboriginal, also 

believe that much of the fighting and disorder associated with 

drinking revolves around Ali Curung men. 

The debate about whether 'dry' areas force Aboriginal drinkers 

into the towns has been going on for some time, and is 

discussed at length in the Northern Territory Liquor 

Commission's Report on Restricted Areas (1982a). The evidence 

collected by the Commission did not back up such claims. 

Evidence presented in the Barrow Creek Hotel case showed that 

th~ numbers of Aboriginal people who travel to town for their 

liquor are quite small (NT Liquor Commission 1982b: 15), and 

Ali Curung people who had moved into Tennant numbered only 15 

or 20 out of a population of about 600 (NT Liquor Commission 

1982b:31). A+i Curung people usually stay at The Village when 

in town, al though at least one family has relatives in a 

Warramunga Pahulu house in the town with whom they stay. 

Certainly The Village does host many drinkers, and has exper

ienced fighting and damage to houses as a result. Figures on 

protective custody cases over a 5 month period (June - October 

1983) show in the majority of cases, people giving The Village 

as their address - although these may be the same individuals 

receiving protective custody on several occasions. 

However, the blaming of 'outsiders' for disruptive behaviour 

is a common method of deflecting the unpleasant and unwelcome 

task of intervention, and is a common theme among both Aborig

inal people and Europeans. I will return to a discussion of 

this 'deflection principle' later in the report. Despite the 

fact that a proportion of disruptive drinkers1 in Tennant may 

come from elsewhere, it is also apparent that local people do 

get themselves arrested and suffer from physical assault 

through drinking. Europeans who dwell on Aboriginal movement 

1 There was evidence given at the Barrow Creek hearings 
that the few men who had moved into Tennant were 'the 
hard troublesome type' (NT Liquor Commission 1982b:31). 
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into -Tennant assuming that it is solely for the purpose of 

drinking, often do not appreciate the complexity and variety 

of reasons behind decisions to make a visit into town. 

There are, for example, ceremonial reasons to visit the town. 

Hagen et al (1982:271) noted that large scale ceremonies were 

held east of The Mulga in January and February 1982 which 

- involved some seventy women and fifty men from places includ

ing Ali Curung. Bell (1982b:204) reports that an Ali Curung 

woman moved into Tennant Creek in order to avoid sorcery

induced illness. 

A strong argument against the notion that people go into 

Tennant in · order to drink is that Ali Curung people have 

access to alcohol only 20 minutes drive from the settlement, 

at Wycliff. Wauchope, further north on the Stuart Highway, is 

also a source of alcohol. The local police sergeant at the 

time of the Liquor Commission's Barrow Creek investigations 

gave evidence that Ali Curung drinkers only went to Tennant 

Creek if they could not obtain alcohol at Wycliff or Wauchope. 

Between January 1981 and September 1983 a total of 42 arrests 

were made for taking liquor onto the restricted area of Ali 

Curung. Thirty six of these arrests (86%) involved alcohol 

affected people.. This year ( 1983) though, there have only 

been 9 cases of taking liquor into Ali Curung, suggesting that 

people are either not getting caught, or are happy to drink 

outside the settlement. 

Data presented later in this report will show that consider

able numbers of protective custodies were of local people. 

People from Ali Curung have to visit town for many reasons, 

and have every right to do so. If they are men and women who 

drink then inevitably they will drink while in Tennant Creek. 

The evidence suggests, however, that only small numbers of 

people move into Tennant from Ali Curung for the sole purpose 

of drinking. 
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2.5 RULES BY WHICH TO DRINK 

A considerable amount of research into cross-cultural styles 

of drinking has concluded that social drinking can serve to 

construct and organise social relationships, assist in group 

solidarity and enable people to create and discharge debts to 

one another (Frake 1964; Collman 1979; Heath 1975:28) 1 . 

Drinking has also been shown to take place within structured 

social limits within which certain 'rules' are observed 

( SansoJIL 1980) , al though the state of drunkenness also - allows 

rules to be broken . while providing a ready-made excuse 

(MacAndrew and Edgerton's notion · of 'time out', 1969}. All 

drinkers tread the uneasy line _between drinking according to 

some rules and being 'licensed' to break others. 

In Tennant Creek it is not a matter by and large, of whether 

you drink. It is the matter of how you drink which is at 

issue. This lies at the core of the apparent contradiction in 

the town's attitude towards alcohol. On the one hand, it is 

expected, encouraged and rationalised that members of such an 

isolated outback community drink, and not always in modera

tion. However only certain types of drinking behaviour are 

acceptable to the townspeople, and particularly by their more 

powerful spokespeople. 

Let us examine briefly the drinking styles of the two racial 

groups in Tennant Creek. European drinkers organise them

selves for the drinking act in ways which often divide the 

sexes from one another. I have already mentioned that the 

'service' clubs, Apex, Rotary, Lions and the Freemasons and 

Buffaloes are popular in the town, and are male organisations . 

1 A paper by Mobbs ( 1982: 9) however, questions such a 
positive analysis of the effects of drinking. There is a 
current trend in Aboriginal studies which emphasises the 
beneficial aspects of drinking interactions, often to the 
exclusion of patently damaging after-effects. 
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They . enable men to drink together. Despite ( or perhaps due 

to) the 'frontier' image of Tennant, women do not congregate 

in large numbers in the public bars of the hotels - or at 

least they did not over the period of my observations ( see 

also Sansom 1980: 179). On several occasions I was the only 

female in the bar. European drinking behaviour is ordered 

( and sometimes disordered) by dress requirements - al though 

these are, on the whole, extremely casual in Tennant Creek. 

After all, a 'dress 1 requirement of thongs and singlet is 

certainly minimal. ·However, dress requirements are in use in 

the town, for example at the Sporties Club, to differentiate 

the 'lounge' end of the bar from the other end. However 

membership in itself is an entry requirement and in a sense 

serves a similar purpose to that of the imposition of dress 

requirements. Prohibitive notices outside premises are placed 

there by proprietors, in an attempt to discourage undesirable 

people and behaviour (the newsagency has a sig~ prohibiting 

eating, drinking and smoking in~ide the shop). 

European drinking environments also have a diffuse focus: 

they contain juke boxes, video machines, poker machines, TVs, 

pool, darts; people play bingo, compete in tournaments and 

make speeches while drinking alcohol. · A bar with many 

'features' is considered with interest - the main bar at 

Wauchope is a good example. It is· decorated with the para

phernalia of drinking: photographs of drinking sessions and 

their aftermath, cartoons, newspaper cuttings, coats of arms 

donat_ed by Government Departments (presumably grateful 

drinkers), commemmoratory ties from sporting teams. A 'credit 

. board' hangs behind the main bar upon which customers pin 

money (ranging from $2 to $50 notes) identified by their 

signature. This enables the purchase of a drink on a future 

occasion when cash might be short. All these items celebrate 

and proclaim the premises as being firmly part of the (white) 

drinking culture of the long road north. The Aboriginal bar 

at Wauchope is, by comparison, uncluttered and functional, 

with whitewashed walls and tins of food on display. 

... 
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Another aspect o-f European drinking style in a small town such 

as Tennant, is the concept of 'regulars'. The barmen know 

their regulars, and pour their usual drinks the moment they 

enter the bar. At the inquest for a local man who died of 

natural causes in 1980, a Tennant Creek barman was called to 

give evidence and told the coroner that the deceased had 

looked ill that day, and had not taken his usual six cans home 

with him. A request for a non-alcoholic drink (lime · and 

bitters) or a slightly unusual drink ( a 'dry and dry' ) can 

produce a momentary fluster for a Tennant Creek barman. The 

range is simply divided into the colours of the cans: 'a 

blue' or 'a green' or 'a white'. A newcomer is immediately 

noted, and one's business in the town soon discovered; (my 

business evoked much amusement). 

Although there are 'benders' (binges), and these were mention

ed with particular reference to Warrego men, it seems that a 

regular nightly presence often in the same spo~ is a marked 

;eature of European drinking in Tennant. 'If x was ~ere _now, 

he'd tell me I was standing in his spot' -I was to~d at the 

Memo Club, 'Telecom always use those · tables, and Works and 

Jerks have that end of the bar as far as here 11 . 

Fights occur, but are not generally acceptable behaviour. 

- 'Larking around' however is a socially sanctioned behaviour 

for Europeans, although it can have unfortunate consequences. 

A youth_ died at the Sporties .Club in 1980 ·while 'half drunk' 

after hitting his head on the floor. Drunken Europeans, it 

was thought by several inforrna_nts, were taken home by their 

mates, or reached home (somehow) by driving (the breathalyser 

unit was said · to be easily visible at night, and _thus avoid

able) . Most Europeans do not have far to drive home - the 

serious alcohol-related motor vehicle accidents (MVAs) occur 

on the Stuart and Barkly Highways as we shall see in Part Four 

of this Report. However people do get caught under the . 08 

legislation, and in a sample day at Tennant Creek court, six 

~ 

1 The Memorial Club is situated on the western side of town 
not far from Telecom at the Post Office and the Transport 
and Work$ ('works and jerks') depot. 
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of the eight Europeans were appearing on charges o_f exceeding 

.08. Their blood alcohol levels ranged from .140 to .2901 . A 

policeman reported that many Europeans in Tennant Creek become 

extremely abusive when asked to take a breathalyser test. 

A brief outline of Aboriginal 'style' in the drinking proced

ure shows some marked differences. Both men and women drink 

in the one bar available at the Swan, and in drinking groups 

at camps. However, I have also seen men only drinking 

sessions in process at the long house. There are no dress 

requirements for an Aboriginal drinking session, and the 

-·Swan's patrons - may have bare feet. Aborigines then, do not 

utilize their attire _ in order to differentiate their internal 

groupings. The Aboriginal bar at the Swan has no distrac

tions - there is no TV, video or pool, no music or games . 

The entire proceedings ; then, --focus solely on the consumption 

of alcohol, and on interpersonal behaviour. The barmen and 

liquor sellers of the town know the majority of Aboriginal 

drinkers by name, however their discriminations are more 

oriented to their knowledge of an individual's likely behav

iour than to his choice of. liquor. The chosen alcoholic 

beverages are few. At the Swan bar white cans (Carlton), and 

wine (Moselle in plastic cups), are sold but no fortified wine 

is available. At the takeaway outlets, Aboriginal people buy 

white cans (usually by the half carton), flagons of Moselle, 

bottles (no flagons) of fortified wine and small bottles of 

rum ( 'Bundy' ) . People mix 'Bundy' with Moselle to create a 

fortified wine: they call it a 'big bummer'. Down the track 

at Wycliff and Wauchope no fortified wine may be sold and beer 

sales are restricted to half a carton per man per day. 

It is commonly assumed that Aborigines are all binge drinkers 

and that the 'drink and bust' pattern arose from prohibition 

days, secrecy and seasonal lay-offs with .large pay packets. 

1 Proceedings at Tennant Creek Court House 20/9/83 before 
Mr J. Murphy, S.M. 
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Beckett (.1965) and Millar and Leung (1974) certainly give 

evidence of these patterns. This research was neither detail

ed enough nor lengthy enough for me to form any firm opinion 

on binges among _Tennant Creek Aborigines. However, the take

away sales from one outlet showed remarkably little variation 

from week ·to week and more money was spent on alcohol in an 

off-pay week. 

1st week 
2nd week 
3rd week 
4th week 

4 Weeks in October - One Outlet 

Takeaway Sales - Aboriginal People 

(pay) total sales -
total sales -

$ · 
$ 

(pay) total sales . $ 
total sales - $ 

$ 

2,211 
2,940 
2,697 
2,324 

10,172 

It is impossible however, to draw any firm con6lusions - from 

such a limited sample of time and liquor outlet. Occasions 

when large amounts of alcohol are sold appear to be related 

more to the influx of Aborigines from elsewhere (ie in January 

- March when the station workers are not working and ceremon

ial activity is at its height) than to the same number of 

people -drinking more alcohol. 

Fights and altercations are common when Aborigines in Tennant 

Creek drink. As in other locations, intervention occurs ( if 

at all) only when weapons are picked up and when the issue at 

hand and the location of the dispute are conducive to inter-

·vention. Bell and Ditton (1980:70-74) have documented the 

taking of 'partners' in fights in Tennant and the role of 

women. Women at The Mulga told me that they prevented people 

from picking up rocks when they were fighting, and phoned the 

police for help. They added that when the police go away, the 

fighting starts again. Drunks get shouted at by others, 

usually from a safe distance. Like Europeans, Aborigines 

realize that drunken people are likely to perform irrational 

and sometimes violent actions, and do not want to become 

involved. People hide potential weapons when a situation 

, looks volatile. The view of drunks as being 'beyond reason' 
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(and thus being difficult or impossibl~ to influence or 

control) is supported- by the use of the term waranga by the 

Warramunga. Waranga is used to describe one who is drunk, for 

it also means 'deaf', 'deformed' and covers the range of 

meanings associated with the unconventional or atypical1 . As 

with the Pi tj antj atj ara term pina wiya {'no e·ars' - i _ndicating 

that they will not listen so there is no -use in trying) the 

term absolves ·both the actor and the observer from responsi

bility. Drunks are . also said to be 'mad' , a term which 

incorporates a notion of social and emotional incapacity 

rather than anger. 

Fights do not only arise as a result of 'intertribal 

conflicts ' which is the common _·assumption among Europeans in 
- · . -

Tennant. Naturally, there are years-long grievances between 

the different language groups - some of which, it should be 

stated, have been precipitated by European interference2 . 

Nevertheless arguments of a more personal nature also come to 

the °fore when people drink together - in fact this point was 

stressed to me by more than one informant. Refusing to give 

another man a drink was cited 

'woman trouble' as another. 

as a cause for a fight, and 

By suggesting that 'tribal' 

differences are the sole cause of fights to the exclusion of 

all other factors is to suggest that the structure of Aborig

inal culture itself is intrinsically to blame for the trouble 

(ie blaming the victim). The repeated focussing on 'tribal 

conflicts' by Europeans in Tennant took on a decidedly deroga

tory air. 

Aborigines in Tennant told me they were beginning to 'work 

together' and for exampl~, that the name Warramunga Pahulu 

Association may- be changed to give a more all-encompassing 

image. 

1 I am grateful to Neata Knott at Ali Curung for contribut
ing her ideas to this discussion. 

2 For example, the Warlpi-ri immigrants at Ali Curung have 
'paid heavily in cash and ritual exchange items for their 
residence at Warrabri' (Bell 1982b:203). That the 
Warlpiri ever moved so far east at all is due to their 
fearful dispersal after the Coniston massacre. 

... 

• 
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Fights then, ·both begin and are conducted according · to certain 

rules. Violence is directed towards a limited range of 

people. For example, despite the regular number of inebriated 

Aboriginal people who frequent the area around the Headframe 

and Peter's Place _ Supermarket where . Europeans shop, there have 

been no violent incidents directed towards Europeans, to my 

knowledge. A large number of European informants, while 

complaining about the 'look of things' ·have added that they 

never feel frightened of assault. As one prominent member o·f 

the white community explained, 'there's nothing worse than 

tourists seeing gins screaming and bucks fighting . . . but 

there's no danger of whites getting hurt ... the blacks here 

are O. K. . .. ' . 

Access to vehicles is a problem for Tennant Creek Aborigines, 

who as a consequence accomplish their drinking arrangements on 

foot. This means that they constitute more noticeable aggre

gations of people from the point of view of the public and 

police, and have more opportunity to attract police attention 

while covering the distance from pub/liquor outlet/ drinking 

place to home camp. This issue of visibility has been 

considered in detail elsewhere (Eggleston 1976:19). 

These factors constitute a disservice to Aboriginal drinkers 

who may be, for a variety of cultural and political reasons, 

both more visible and more audible than other Tennant Creek 

citizens. (See Williams v Pinnuck, 1983). Not only this, but 

their visibility and audibility is open to interpretation by 

other citizens. As Heath points out, it is altogether 

probable that Europeans today (like early missionaries) 

misinterpret some social forms ·( eg shouting, calling out) in 

a way that makes ' the outcomes of drunkenness among non

Western peoples appear more socially disruptive than the 

natives themselves felt was the case' (Heath 1975:37). 
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FIGURE 3 

MAP TO SHOW AREAS CLAIMED !N 

THE WARRAMUNGA LAND CLAIM 
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2.6 RACIAL TENSION 

As a postscript to this section on social groups, it . is 

necessary to point out that the most obvious division between 

social groups, that between Aborigines and Europeans, is 

frequently a source of racial tension. Evidence of this 

racial tension in the town is presented below. It is perhaps 

noteworthy that the concern expressed about Aboriginal drink

ing arose in the early months of 1983, immediately after the 

land claim hearings had ended, and at a time when the local 

paper carried letters and items expressing racial intolerance. 

In November 1982 the hearing of the Warramunga · land claim 

began in Tennant Creek before the Land Commissioner, 

Mr Justice Kearney. Having lost both 'Reserves' proclaimed 

for them to pastoral, mining and urban development, and having 

been 'shuffled from one piece of marginal territory to 

another, herded together in refugee-like camps on land which 

is not theirs' (Bell 1982a:1), this was an attempt by Aborig

ines to gain title over what little land was left available to 

claim. Claims may be made to Unalienated Crown Land under the 

Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act 1976, and accordingly land 

which lies predominantly east of Tennant Creek as far as 

Dalmore Downs was claimed (see map). However the proceedings 

were halted after two days when the Northern Territory Govern

ment announced that it had alienated eight of the ten portions 

of the claim. At the time of writing, the matter is before 

the High Court (see Bell 1982a for a full account). 

Many Europeans in Tennant Creek found the notion of a land 

claim on nearby land very threatening, and informants report 

that there were many rumours1 and much misinformation circu

lating at the time of the claim. A certain amount of racial 

1 For example I was told that 'they' were claiming the 
hobby farms which lie on the outskirts of Tennant. The 
hobby farms were, . in fact, exempted from the claim in a 
show of Aboriginal willingness to accommodate Whites' 
needs (Bell 1982a:8). 
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tension was aroused, fuelled by a locally organised 'Concerned 

Citizens' group who campaigned against the claim1 . Meetings 

were organised and much publicity given to the group. 

Throughout January, February and March of 1983, letters and 

articles appeared in the local paper claiming that land rights 

were synonymous with apartheid, and, more significantly that 

the claim 'will seriously affect the future development and 

prosperity of Tennant Creek'. (Tennant and District Times, 

21 March 1983). Anti-land rights material also appeared on 

25 February and 5 March. 

It is hard to ascertain how widespread was the support for the 

anti-land rights (anti-Aboriginal?) movement in the town: 

after the first meeting, public support evidently waned. 

However there have been other incidents in the town which have 

roused Aboriginal resentment. One of these involved the 

installation in March 1980 of one of the 'Pebbles' from north 

of the town as a tourist attraction in the centre of town. 

Aboriginal people objected to the rock being removed and 

demanded its replacement. A bitter argument developed in the 

Press and finally, realising that the negative publicity would 

harm the town, the Tourist Promotion Association and Town 

Council had the Pebble replaced. A prominent Aboriginal man · 

died in the meantime, and his death is associated by local 

Aborigines with the disturbance caused by the removal of the 

rock. 

The creation of a recreation lake, the Mary Ann Dam also 

provoked Aboriginal/White tension - Aboriginal people were not 

consulted (so I was told) about the flooding of the area; and 

the Dam is said by them to have affected the water level of 

Tjunkurakuru water hole. The dam was opened in April 1981, 

and 'improvements' continue to be made to the area. (Tennant 

and District Times, 16 September 1983). 

1 It has since emerged that the convenor of the organisa
tion was a man with an interstate criminal record. 

.. 
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The Pebble was located here, in 1980, 
as a tourist attraction. After objections 
b}" P...boriginal people, it was later removed . 

Aboriginal . shoppers sit on the ground outside 
the supermarket. Many Europeans in the town 
object to Aboriginai people 'hanging around' 
in this area. 
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Some Europeans in Tennant Creek expressed bewilderment that 

Aborigines seemed to want 'the best of both worlds', in that 

they enjoyed the benefits of town and -European goods whilst 

also 'demanding' land rights~ Those expressing such attitudes 

rarely acknowledge that the businesses of the town benefit by 

receiving thousands of dollars' worth of Aboriginal business1 . 

Attitudes in Tennant Creek vary widely from those Europeans 

who utilize such-- terms as 'gins' , 'bucks' and 'picaninnies' 

with impunity, to those who frankly admitted that reactions to 

- the land claim revealed 'sheer racism' on the part of Whites. 

2.7 SUMMARY 

This section has examined the organization of drinking within 

the social and racial groups- in Tennant Creek. We have seen 

that, to some extent, a double standard· exists whereby social 

life in the town is resolutely centred around alcohol, whilat 

members of the community direct attention to 'others' among 

whom, it is said, the 'real' problem lies. Frequently, 

Aboriginal drinking is denounced in this way. It is clear 

that the rules by which to drink, which are established by 

each racial group, provide clues to the understanding of the 

intolerance of one group towards another. Greater visibility, 

audibility, and the lack of formalised avenues for intra-group 

differentiation whilst drinking, mark Aboriginal drinking 

sessions. Europeans, on the other hand, exist within a cult

ure of outback isolation which proclaims and rationalises the 

rightness of their style of drinking and drunkenness. Clubs, 

organization_s and a variety of premises provide choices for 

Europeans in Tennant Creek within which their friendship, work 

and class groupings can be reinforced. Aboriginal drinkers 

have limited formal venues and must construct their social 

groupings elsewhere, at a decreasing number of 'safe' drinking 

places out of sight of police and Pul:?lic . 

.1 Heppell and Wigley (1981:42-47) document research on the 
massive Aboriginal contribution to the economy of Alice 
Spr_ings. 

.. 
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There was a discussion of the role of 'visiting drinkers' and 
their alleged impact on the town. Evidence collected by the 
Liquor Commission and figures reproduced in this Report on 
protective custodies, suggest that this impact is more 
supposed than real. Rather than the 'binges' of Aboriginal 
drinkers in the popular imagination, it seems likely that 
Tennant Creek Aboriginal drinkers sustain a steady intake of 
alcohol. 





"One should not, like rustics who have not 

court or lived among refined and honourable people, 

relieve oneself without shame or reserve in front of 

ladies, or before the doors and windows of court 

chambers or other rooms. Rather, everyone ought at 

all times and in all places to show himself reasonable, 

courteous, and respectful in word and gesture." 



.. 

.. 
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PART THREE 

DRINKING AND SOCIAL DISORDER 

In this section and the one that follows I will present 

quantitative data gathered from a variety of official sources, 

in an attempt to document the extent of the impact of alcohol 

on people living in or around Tennant Creek. ~ ~ 

In this description of social disorder associated with 

alcohol, I shall draw on data collected from the following 

sources: Division of Community Welfare, Police Force, and the 

Magistrate sitting at Tennant Creek. Firstly, some 

discussion. 

3.1 Definitions of Anti-Social Acts 

The performance of certain drunken acts by Aboriginal people 

has been the cause of some public concern in Tennant Creek. 

Nevertheless, while pursuing my investigations of these 

events, I found a surprisingly wide range of reactions from 

Europeans in the town, ranging from phlegmatic acceptance to 

outrage. Among Aboriginal people themselves many actions 

deemed unacceptable by Europeans pass unremarked, while others 

are frowned upon as bringing their people into disrepute. 

There are also instances of behaviour by Europeans that 

Aboriginal people find offensive. These appear to be rarely 

raised in a public forum. 

While consideration should be given to public expressions of 

'concern' about Aboriginal drinking behaviour in public, it is 

also important to place such concerns in context. Members of 

the European community, particularly those in public posi

tions, often feel that they are there to uphold values and 

maintain order in the face of the rough and ready temperament 

of an outback town. Tennant Creek is a small oasis both 
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geographically and metaphorically, in an unrelenting environ

ment. It is important to many residents, that standards be 

maintained and that civilised behaviour is imposed upon this 

potentially chaotic situation. Evidence of this lies in the 

degree of concern expressed about 'bad language', about 

litter, and in the preoccupation with the beautification of 

this 'tidy town' . Notions of order and civilization were 

expressed to me with reference to the good old days when The 

Village had grass and trees, and when Warrabri settlement grew 

vegetables in extensive market gardens. Moveable camps, loose 

gatherings of Aborigines in central areas of town, and public 

displays of dispute and argument threaten this desired order. 

Behaviour which is found offensive by Europeans includes 

drunks urinating in public, lying around in public, overt 

sexual behaviour, fighting and swearing, and generally shout

ing and milling around outside the pub and supermarket. Other 

Aboriginal behaviour not necessarily associated with alcohol 

is also found offensive by some townspeople. Examples of this 

sort of action are: sitting around (on the ground or on the 

now-removed benches) outside the supermarket, sitting, eating 

and drinking in sheltered doorways of main street premises, 

washing at taps and fire hydrants, taking short cuts through 

the school grounds, and sitting in the shade of trees on the 

school oval. 

In order to prevent some of these things from happening, some 

business owners have made, or are planning to make, structural 

changes to their premises. For example, one shop owner is 

planning to remove a _shaded precinct in front of premises he 

owns in order to prevent Aborigines from sitting there. The 

spot is popular as it is next to a take away chicken shop. 

Alleyways have been blocked off to prevent drinkers from 

having access to secluded backs of buildings. 1 Perhaps the 

most noticeable change that occurred during my research was 

the removal of benches from outside . the supermarket. The 

benches, in a shaded and central spot had been the resting and 

1 This has occurred at the side of the Goldfields Hotel. 

., 
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The ma.in street of the town has little shade. The benches 
arc used occasionally by Aboriginal people, more 1·are 1.y 
by Europeans. 

Local businessmen have voiced objections to Aborigines 
sitting in this shady precinct. The:re are plans to 
make structural changes to the premises. 
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talking place for Aborigines doing their shopping and other 

business is town. Because the supermarket is virtually next 

door to the Headframe bottle shop, some Aboriginal drinkers 

would inevitably also be in the area around the entrance. 

The overnight removal of the benches caused a stir in town: 

European reactions on the whole were of relief, it would 'stop 

them from hanging around' because the provision of seating 

'encouraged' this. 

The Aboriginal people now use the same area, but sit, amid 

their shopping, on the ground. 

From some residents of the town I gained the impression that 

large numbers of Aboriginal people are disliked in themselves. 

People spoke negatively of the influx of outsiders from Ali 

Curung, Hooker Creek, and the Tablelands stations at certain 

times of the year. Some even gave the impression that a 

return to the old days when 'they' were only allowed in on 

certain days would not be such a bad idea. The layout of the 

central area of the town is such that there is the minimum of 

shaded, watered areas where Aboriginal people - on foot, with 

shopping and children, some who are visitors - may sit and 

talk. There are no public toilets in the main street. There 

are roadside benches at certain central locations, all in 

broad sunlight. Two small nature reserves on the main street 

are the only grassed areas where Aboriginal people may congre

gate. The hospital, however, has a pleasant shady grassed 

frontage which provides a sitting place for patients and 

visitors. 

3.2 Public Disorder 

Arguing and fighting in public are not usually considered as 

problematic by Aboriginal people. A public fight in fact has 

certain by-products associated with it: bystanders are 

enabled to prevent ( or attempt to prevent) serious physical 

harm, to shout encouragement or dissuasion, to intervene, · 

· 4, 
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disarm, or to take partners. 1 . For those reasons people come 

running to see a fight, on occasions. In fieldwork observa

tions in other parts of Australia I have seen people fetched 

to attend a fight, and watched others arrange themselves for a 

grandstand view - usually at a safe distance. A fight consti

tutes an event in a sometimes mundane daily round. Long-term 

European residents of Tennant Creek, however, know that such 

fights are unlikely to involve Whites, and their concern is 

for the image of the town: 'people from down south don't put 

up with that sort of thing we've got to protect our 

businesses', I was told. 

Demonstrable actions such as fights can also involve break

ages, and several main street retailers I spoke to complained 

of broken windows as a result of Aboriginal drunkenness. 

On investigation it emerged, however, that a proportion of 

broken windows were as a result of 'smash and grab' burglar

ies - not necessarily associated with either Aborigines or 

alcohol. 

In some of these cases the race of the offenders remains 

unknown, but police records show that 75% of break, enter and 

steal charges from January - September 1983, were laid against 

Europeans rather than Aborigines. Certainly many windows are 

smashed as a result of drinkers' altercations - the Swan Hotel 

had had all its windows broken over a six week period 

( September/October 1983) according to the owner, and he is 

replacing them with perspex which 'pops' out and can be put 

back. Large plate-glass windows are expensive and some 

businesses are now installing 'armourplate' windows which do 

not break. They are more expensive to buy but last longer. 

The Pioneer Milk Bar has a door and two windows which are 

still boarded up 4 months after the breakage. The bar has 

large plate glass windows which cost $600 a piece - not a good 

design for a place that attracts youth and after-pub goers. 

1 As Sansom explains, social exposure is a necessity of 
camp life (to keep people 'on guard' of word and deed); 
and fights are other people's business to be watched 
carefully. (Sansom, 1980 : 104-5). 
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In an attempt to establish how widespread window breakage was 

in Tennant Creek (amid widely differing reports), I collected 

figures on the expenditure on new glass ordered for the town. 

Costs of glass replacement in Tennant Creek have fluctuated 

over the years and these changes were interpreted as follows 

by the proprietor of the firm which is the main source of 

glass in the town: · 

1975 Rise from $4,600 - $6,700 

1977 Rise from $4,700 - $6,509 

1979 Rise from $5,800 - $6,800 

1981 Marked drop to - $5,900 

1983 Rise from $4,800 - $7,600 

Many transients in town as 

a result of Cyclone Tracy; 

rise in crime. 

New housing - youth gangs 

breaking windows. 

Median strip in town creat

ed of rocks, which were 

used as missiles. 

Rocks in median strip 

replaced with grass. 

Partly price rise, but also 

drunkenness and vandalism 

(Aboriginal and European). 

Breakages at Government 

Centre, Swan, Pioneer etc. 

Total cost of glass replacement - $64,700 

Over 10 Year Period, 1973 - 1983 

Break, enter and steal offences are similarly not necessarily 

associated with alcohol. Over the period January 1981 

September 1983 a total of 61 such offences were proceeded 

against. Of these, 16 (26%) were committed by alcohol 

affected people. 
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TABLE 3.1 

BREAK ENTER AND STEAL CHARGES AND ALCOHOL 

Aborigines Other 

Non Non 
Alcohol · Alcohol Alcohol Alcohol 

Year Affected Affected Affected Affected Total 

1981 3 8 0 5 16 
1982 8 1 1 7 17 
1983 (to Sept) 1 6 3 18 28 

TOTAL 12 15 4 30 61 

27 34 

However, the above table shows that when Aborigines committed 

break, enter _and steal offences, it was more likely that they 

were affected by alcohol than were non-Aborigines. More 

Europeans were charged with the offence than Aboriginal 

people, however it must be remembered that Aborigines are 

still over-represented in these figures because they are a 

small proportion of the total population (19%) of the town. 

Malicious damage offences, on the other hand, were more likely 

to be associated with alcohol than not, and the majority of 

cases ( 43 or 60% of the total number of cases) involved 

Aborigines. Over the period January 1981 - September 1983, a 

total of 72 of these offences were proceeded against, of 

these, 44 (61%) were committed by alcohol affected people. 

These figures are given below. 
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TABLE 3.2 (a) 

MALICIOUS DAMAGE CHARGES AND ALCOHOL 

Aborigines Other 

Non Non 
Alcohol Alcohol Alcohol Alcohol 

Year Affected Affected Affected Affected Total 

1981 3 8 3 5 19 
1982 9 6 4 4 23 
1983 (to Sept) 16 1 9 4 30 

TOTAL 28 15 . 16 13 72 

43 29 

Table __ ~.2(a) above shows that during the perio_d 1981 until 

September 1983 there has been an increase in malicious damage 

charges among alcohol affected Aborigines. 

TABLE 3.2 (b) 

PERCENTAGE OF MALICIOUS DAMAGE CHARGES AFFECTED BY ALCOHOL 

1981 Affected by alcohol 6 = 32% 
Not affected by alcohol 13 = 68% 

19 

1982 Affected by alcohol 13 = 57% 
Not af fecte_d by alcohol 10 = 43% 

23 

1983 to September Affected by alcohol 25 = 83% 
Not affected by alcohol 5 = 17% 

30 

Over this period of almost three years, 61% of the malicious 

damage charges were associated with alcohol. 

· .i 

.. 
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3.3 Police Data 

The inte~pretation of criminal statistics 1s problematic -

they reveal only those activities which -come to the attention 

of the police, and are highly susceptible to increased police 

activity (either because _~£ heightened surveillan~e or changes 

in deployment). Nevertheless it would be foolish to reject 
. 1 

them entirely for these reasons. 

Presented below are data from poli~e records on offences 

committed in Tennant Creek over the period January 1981 -

September 1983. 

TABLE 3.3 

TOTAL ALCOHOL RELATED OFFENCES, 1981 - SEPTEMBER 1983 

1981 

Persons proceeded against Total 481 --

Streets, etc 400 = 83% 
Dwellings, buildings 81 = 17% 

481 

Affected b:y alcohol Total 332 = 69% 

Aboriginal 177 = 53% 
Others 155 = 47% 

332 

Not affected by alcohol Total 149 = 31% 

Aboriginal 43 = 29% 
Others 106 = 71% 

149 

1 Jock Young discusses the disadvantages of a wholesale 
rejection of criminal statistics ( on the grounds that 
they merely provide a head-count of those who have been 
labelled), . saying that they do contribute to the debate 
on fluctuations in the crime-rate (Young, -1975 : 67,72). 
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TABLE _3. 3 (continued) 

TOTAL ALCOHOL RELATED CHARGES, 1981 - SEPTEMBER 1983 .... 

1982 

Persons Eroceeded against Total 568 

Streets, etc 463 = 82% 
Dwellings, buildings 105 = 18% 

568 

Affected by alcohol Total 406 = 71% 

Aboriginal 265 = 65% 
Others 141 = 35% 

406 

Not affected by al cohol Total 162 = 29% 

Aborigina l 38 = 23% 
Others 124 = 77% 

162 

1983 (January - September only) 

Persons Eroceeded against Total 430 

Streets, etc 301 = 70% 
Dwellings, buildings 129 = 30% 

430 

Affected by alcohol Total 281 = 65% 

Aboriginal 152 = 54% 
Others 129 = 46% 

281 

Not affected by alcohol Total 149 = 35% 

Aboriginal 46 = 31% 
Others 103 = 69% 

149 
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Total offences over this period numbered 1,479, of which 1,019 

(69%) involved alcohol affected offenders. 

In each year, more · Aborigines than non-Aborigines were 

affected by alcohol· when charged, as can be seen below. 

TABLE 3.4 

TOTAL OFFENCES COMMITTED BY ALCOHOL AFFECTED PEOPLE 

Year Aborigines Other 

1981 177 155 
1982 265 141 
1983 .(to Sept) 152 129 

TOTAL 594 425 

1019 

In a sample period of one month (October 1983) the Tennant 

Creek police investigated a total of 50 alcohol related 

offences ( see below). Some of these were as a result of 

public complaints and enquiries, but according to the Officer

in-charge, many others were police generated. 

TABLE 3.5 

ALCOHOL RELATED COMPLAINTS - OCTOBER 1983 

Fights 
Noisy parties 
Domestic disturbances 
Hospital disturbances 
Hotel disturbances 
Street disturbances 
Malicious damage 
Prowler offences 

TOTAL 

7 
4 
9 
1 
4 

17 
6 
2 

50 
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It is probably safe to assume that 'street disturbances' 

involved Aborigines, rather than Europeans. They constituted 

34% of the complaints recorded for October. 

Since the official complaints made in March 1983, the police 

in Tennant Creek have encouraged members of the public to 

report incidents more regularly, and have evidently also 

stepped up their investigations. The police reported that 

they cannot do their job unless the public makes complaints. 

This heightened awareness may be responsible for the increased 

rate of people taken into protective custody for both races 

from 114 in January 1983 to 235 in October · 1983 ( a rise of 

106%). 

Taking people into protective cust<:>dY under Section 128 of the 

Police Administration Act is a way of making an apprehension 

without arrest. No criminal record exists for such people. 

They may- be apprehended under S128 when a police officer 'has 

reasonable grounds fo~ believing that a person is intoxicated 

with alcohol or a drug and that that person is in a public 

place or traspassing on private property' (Police Administra

tion Act section 128) .. From an Aboriginal point of view, 

however, despite the ostensibly non-criminal nature of the 

protective custody legislation, they are 'arrested' and 'put 

in goal'. The fact that they have no criminal record for such 

an episode may well be irrelevant. 

Aborigines far outnumber Europeans on S128 apprehensions. 

Between January 1981 and September 1983, a total of 3,578 

Aborigines were apprehended under S128 legislation as compared 

to 224 Europeans . (ie Aborigines constituted 94% of the 

total). Table 3.6 below gives details. 
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TABLE 3. 6 -

PROTECTIVE CUSTODY CHARGES BY RACE1 

Aborigines Other 

Year Male Female Male Female Total 

1981 1,064 371 85 4 1,524 
1982 884 263 57 1 1,205 
1983 (to Sept) 695 301 72 5 1,073 

TOTAL 2,643 935 214 10 3,802 

An examination of the locations at which protective custody 
apprehensions were made shows that the Swan Hotel receives ·a 

good deal of police attention. Table 3.7 below gives details 
of these locations over a five month period, June - October 

1983. 

TABLE 3.7 

LOCAT:J:ONS OF PROTECTIVE CUSTODY APPREHENSIONS MADE BETWEEN 

JUNE AND OCTOBER 1983 

Location 

Swan Hotel 
Paterson Street 
Peter's Place Supermarket 
Purkiss Reserve 
Police Station 
Goldfields Hotel 
Pioneer Milk Bar 
Hospital 
Headframe Bottle Shop 
Other locations in town 

TOTAL 

1 See Appendix I for a full table. 

Number 

235 
210 

80 
56 
32 
20 
11 

9 
9 

40 

702 
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The number of those taken into protective- custody from the 

Swan (33% of the total) rose dramatically in October 1983 as 

follows: 

TABLE 3.8 

PROTECTIVE CUSTODY CASES AT SWAN HOTEL, 1983 

· June 13 
July 40 
August 44 
September 32 
October 1.06 

TOTAL 235 

The reasons for this rise would hay~ to be discussed in detai l 

with the Police, however the figures reinforce my earlier 

comments that the Aboriginal bar a~ the Swan is a volatile and 

highly visible location for Aboriginal drinkers. Some 

thoughtful structural changes and a range of alternate facili

ties would undoubtedly reduce the number of apprehensions. 

Locals, visitors and camp disruptions 

It has already been stated in this report that both Aborigines 

and Europeans in Tennant Creek blame 'outsiders' for drinking 

trouble. As far as disruptions in the camps are concerned, 

there are only verbal reports to go by. We know that in 

general, people from Nguradidji stay at Karguru, people f_rom 

Ali Curung stay at The Village and the Barkly Station people 

stay at The Mulga - although other camp sites also host 

visitors. There have been · particular complaints about the 

difficulties experienced by those at The Village in control

ling the behaviour of visitors, and some old people have moved 

out of The Village because of this. Blankets and food were 

'stolen' by visitors and damage done to houses. Others have 

reported that The Village has no recognised leaders (House of 

Reps., 10 Dec 1981 : 1390) as if to suggest that this would 

make a difference. 
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In my experience the presence of so-called leaders does not 

have much impact on the drinking behaviour of others, although 

there may as a result of certain people's presence, be more 

retribution in the form of public denouncement and criticism 

after the event. Intervention in drinking behaviour and its 

sometimes violent aftermath does not fall naturally under the 
·-

j ur i sdi cti on of anyone or any structure, even those who are 

respected as 'elders' or ritual leaders. Their skills and 

jurisdiction lie elsewhere. It is perhaps worth stating 

again, although it has been said elsewhere, that what other 

Aborigines do in respect of drinking i-s largely considered to 

be their own business (Milliken, 1974 : 51, Brady and Palmer, 

1984). As Sansom states, 'just fighting is the "own business" 

of the protagonists .unless others who witness the engagement 

choose to make it their business as well' (Sansom, 1980; 104), 

and 'fighting is not action that third parties have to check' 

( ibid. 105). Whether outsiders or residents - then, those 

present are not necessarily interveners who are willing or 

desirous of preventing physical ·conflict which is triggered by 

drinking. 

Moving now from the in-camp 'private' sphere, to the streets 

of Tennant Creek, the figures on protective custody cases show 

that the majority of apprehensions are of peo:ele giving The 

Village as their address. In a five month period - ( June -

October 1983) 182 protective custodies were of Village people 

(not 182 different individuals). A breakdown of protectivf!, 

custody cases and their given addresses is presented below. · 
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TABLE 3.9 

ADDRESSES OF THOSE TAKEN INTO PROTECTIVE CUSTODY, 

JUNE - OCTOBER 1983 

June July August· Sept Oct 
Address (Town) (Rodeo) Totals 

Village 10 14 25 11 37 85 182 
Mulga 12 37 30 10 31 48 168 
Karguru 7 22 23 14 20 31 117 
Dump Camp 7 9 26 6 25 23 96 
Blueberry Hill 2 3 10 8 - · 23 
Drive-In Camp 3 5 8 
Town 11 2 5 1 19 
Ali Curung 12 . 21 10 8 17 68 
Rockhampton Downs 1 3 - 5 9 
Murray Downs 2 8 5 5 5 25 
Other stations etc 8 4 22 10 38 

TOTAL 753 

The Village has a resident population of approximately 40 and 

The Mulga approximately 80, so the protective custody figures 

of 182 and 168 respectively indicate either a small number of 
. . 

individuals who are repeatedly picked up, or numbers of visit-

ing people who stµy at the leases long enough to give them as 

their address. By comparison with the numbers giving local 

town leases _as their address, ( 594) , those from Ali Curing 

constitute a small number, 68 (11%). This is interesting in 

view of the ·perception by poth Aborigines and Europeans the 

Ali Curung people cause all the trouble. 

There are undoubtedly incidents which never come to the atten
tion of the police, and it may be that the~ and quality of 

disturbance from visitors occuring at The Village is consider

ed to be more problematic by its residents. It has been very 

difficult in the time available for this research, to analyse 

in detail the fluctuations in population, and the impact of 

this movement on the level of discord at the various leases. 

.. 
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3.4 In-Camp Disturbances 

For the reasons stated earlier, Aboriginal residents of town 

leases prefer to call the police when serious fighting occurs 

within th_eir area. By doing so,· they are relieved of the 

responsibility and the unpleasant and delicate task of inter

vening in drink related violence. However, this is a right 

enjoyed by all citizens in the · town, and few Europeans are 

willing to intervene in similar situations occurring in their 

suburb or next door house. Indeed it often appears that 

Europeans expect Aboriginal people to take control of a 

situation merely because they involve other Aborigines. This 

. is an unrealistic expectation. 

At present the town's special purpose leases have differential 

access to the police. The Mulga, now fenced, is from a police 

point of view, considered to be 'less protected' as it is a 

'private' area, as are other private homes. The police may 

enter The Mulga at any time, but are restricted in their 

actions. As a police officer stated 'it is not an offence to 

fight in your own home'. The protective custody legislation 

applies only to public places or to trespass, so a fight in 

which the police can voluntarily intervene must occur in a 

'public place'. If a fight occurs on a special purpose lease, 

the police must be invited to attend. An action designated as 

an assault can be attended by the police wherever it occurs. 

People at The Mulga use the phone in a nearby petrol station 

to call the police. 

The Village, on the other hand, 1s not at present a 'private' 

area. The police can bring the protective cu_stody legislation 

into force because of this and can- take all actions that refer 

to public places (ie objectionable words, indecent language). 

People at The Village complained that they did not have a 

phone box and had to walk to one a short distance away. 

So-called 'illegal' camps on crown land are 'public' places, 

so the police have total access to them. 

uv~o, 
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Bell's women informants (Bell & Ditton 1980 : 71) complained 

that the police did not help out as much as they should in 

dealing with drunken - and violent men, that they did not 

respond promptly or even listen. Certainly the Tennant Creek 

Police are wary of investigating assaults - as I was told, 'we 

don't want to look stupid the next day if the wife decides she 

doe·sn' t want to lay charges' . The police stated that Aborig

inal people were happy to call them to break up a fight, but 

were very unwilling to make a statement ·(without which the 

police cannot proceed to make charges). This is a significant 

aspect of Aboriginal views of fighting and of the role of the 

police. The police are needed by Aboriginal people to deal 

with· fights but it was considered that their job ·ends there. 

It was not their job to judge the circumstances of the 

incident, or to attempt to make others do so. (Police experi

ence similar attitudes associated with domestic violence 

incidents among Europeans - women are unwilling to lay charges 

against violent husbands). 

The unwillingness to take such matters further can also 

involve the matter of degree. The precipitating circumstances 

of an . argument that becomes violent may be justified in 

Aboriginal eyes: an insult made, or an affair uncovered. 

However the· degree of violence in the reaction to such a 

wrong, may not be justified, but is out of control anyway 

(because of alcohol). Consequently, a victim may acknowledge 

_that they 'deserved' some punishment, even if they did not 

merit an out-of-control assault. Associated with this is the 

common perception by Aborigines (and others) that the alcohol 

is 'responsible' for wrong actions or words rather than the 

person who has imbibed. Aboriginal people in Tennant Creek 

were frequently remorseful for their drunken actions, and I 

have several example of this noted. 1 

1 For example a man apologized to the manager of the Head
frame bottle shop for 'anything' he had done the day 
before when he was drunk, saying he could remember 
nothing. 

• 
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All these factors contribute to an unwillingnes.s on the part 

of Aborigines to lay charges against others, an unwillingness 

which is in these senses, understandable. 

3.5 Tennant Creek Rodeo 

The Rodeo is one of the limited number of large social and 

sporting gatherings of -the year for the town and its region. 

As such, it is an occasion for determined drinking among 

members of both races. However, it is predominantly Aborig

ines who draw the attention of the police. 

Over the weekend of the Rodeo (the first to be held at Tennant 

Creek) 27 - 28 August 1983, 83 people were taken into protect

ive custody as a result of drinking at the Rodeo. The police 

thought that 'two· or three' of these were Europeans. 

Needless to say, the cells at the Tennant Creek police station 

were packed far beyond their designed capacity. There are 

three cells for males and an exercise area, a~d one cell for 

females with a similar area. It is designate<:! as a Police 

Prison, tpat is to say it may hol~ those urider sentence for up 

to 28 days if" ·"Ehey are remanded in custody. The police like 

to segregate Aboriginal and other prisoners. 

There was sqme criticism of the performance of the police at 

the Rodeo. I was told that the Rodeo was an excuse to 'clean 

up the coons' , and another informant stated that the police 

had 'arrested' the Aborigines ( 'that's how t}:ley . get their 

stripes') while ignoring drunken whites. At such events, with 

amateurs on the bar, there is little enforcement of the law on 

not selling alcohol to those who are intoxicated. Many of the 

Europeans who attend such events are from the pastoral proper-

ties .- in the Barkly region and, from reports, are by the early 

evening drinking spirits heavily, rathe·r than beer. 1 On this 

occasion, the profits from bar sales went to Apex. 

1 The Anglican Minister of the town thought that there 
would be good reason to have only beer available at such 
events. 
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Forty-nine -percent of those Aborigines apprehended were from 

the Village, Mulga, Dump Camp and Karguru and the remaining 

people {including Europeans) came from Ali Curung, Murray 

Downs, Rockhampton Downs, Epinarra, Brunette Downs, Banka 

Banka and other places. 

3.6 The Two Kilometre Law 

Section 45D of the Summary Offences Act concerns the drinking 

of alcohol in a public place or unoccupied private land within 

two kilometres of any premises licensed under Part III of the 

Liguor Act. Areas may be exempted from the provisions of 

Section 45D. --This legislation came into force on 1 January 

1983 and has come to be known as the Two Kilometre Law. 

There are no public plac~s in Tennant Creek which have an 

exemption from the Two Kilometre Law. Organizers of special 

activities such as the speedway or particular functions held 

outside make special application for a limited exemption. The 

Mary Ann Dam, perhaps the most popular of Tennant Creek's 

recreation facilities lies .outside of the Two Kilometre area 

and is thus not affected. 

The special purpose leases are considered to be 'private' land 

as far as this legislation is concerned. This means that 

unless a successful application is made to the Liquor Commis

sion for the leases to be declared restricted, or 'dry' areas, 

people are able to take alcohol into the leases freely. 

In August 1981 the Warramunga Pahulu Association applied for 

The Village and Mulga leases to be declared 'dry' (NT Liquor 

Commission Memorandum 31/3/83). · However the application was 

not successful, partly because there was not unilateral agree

ment by those on the ieases. At The Mulga the women were 

strongly in favour of the dry area, but acknowledged that it 

would be very difficult for them to stop men from bringing in 

liquor. An attempt to convene a meeting with the men at The 

Mulga (to discuss the proposed dry area) failed: such an 

absenting is a clear indication of lack of interest or of 

.. 
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disapproval. With the advent of the Two Kilometre legisla-

tion, the possibility of making town. leases 'dry' has receded 

even further. Such limitation · would make it virtually 

impossible · for Aboriginal people in Tennant Creek to drink 

~nywhere (legally) other than the front bar of the Swan Hotel. 

oon-q 

Government leaders advise that the public drinking legislation 

was introduced partly because of the expressed wish of some 

Aboriginal leaders that action be taken. to remove the 

embarrassment and shame Aboriginal people feel when they see 

their fellows intoxicated in public. On the other hand, 

O'Connor, who carried out research in Alice Springs, has 

suggested that the Two Kilometre Law has encouraged drinkers 

to go back to the town camps, causing an increase in disrup

tion and drunkenness there. By thus 'cleaning up the streets' _ 

(for Europeans and tourists) additional problems are _presented 

to Aboriginal 

these leases. 

families, many of whom are _ not _drinkers, on 

At a time when so many of the town lease 

dwellers are obtaining the housing they desire, and are in 

Alice Springs represented by an articulate and well-organized 

body in the form of the Ta,ngentj ere Council, this does have 

unfortunate ramifications (O'Connor 1983). Heppell and Wigley 

describe the development of this housing movement -(1981). 

It was impossible to discover whether this has also been the 

case at Tennant Creek. Certainly many Europeans have stated 

that things are 'b~tter' since the Two Kilometre Law was 

introduced, that not so many Aboriginal people were to be seen 

lying around drunk. In other words, a 'visual problem' has 

been solved for the businessmen and citizens of the town. One 

way of monitoring the impact of the Two Kilometre Law would be 

to research in detail police 'complaint and enquiry' entries 

for a period of time before and after the legislation was 

introduced, to try -and deduce whether the number · of assaults 

or fights at the camps had increased. Casualty records at the 

hospital could be similarly monitored. It is difficult to 

know how else a meaningful assessment of its impact could be 

achieved. Individual 'impressions' are not adequate for such 

an undertaking. 



88 

As stated earlier, there are several drinking places around 

town which are reasonably safe from police interference, 

despite the fact that they are, strictly speaking, illegal. 

The majority of two kilometre apprehensions -in Tennant Creek 

have taken place on streets (33.6%) so it may be that the 

police are focussing their attention on areas visible to the 
public. 

Over the- period since the inception of the Two Kilometre Law 

(1 January 1983) to 4 October 1983 (9 months) there were 107 

apprehensions in Tennant Creek. These 

follows: 

TABLE 3 . 10 

TYPE OF PUBL I C PLACE 

Number 

Street 36 
Road 15_ 
Vacant private land 22 
_Sporting ground 7 
Public park 27 

TOTAL 107 

Males predominated- among those apprehended. 

TABLE 3.11 

SEX OF DRINKERS 

Male 
Female 

TOTAL 

Number 

93 
14 

107 

were 

% 

33.6 
14 
20.6 
6.5 

25.2 

100 . 0 

% 

86 ~9 
13 . 1 

100 . 0 

located as 

... 
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Aborigines predominated over other races. 

~ TABLE 3.12 

~ RACE OF DRINKERS 

• 

Aborigines 
Other 

TOTAL 

Number 

85 
22 

107 

% 

79.4 
20.6 

100.0 

There was a tendency for those apprehended under the Two 

Kilometre Law to be affected by alcohol at the time. 

TABLE 3.13 

AFFECTED BY ALCOHOL 

Affected 
Not affected 

TOTAL 

Number 

73 
34 

107 

% 

68.2 
31.8 

100.0 

Individuals were more likely to be picked up under the · Two 

Kilometre legislation on Fridays, Wednesdays and Thursdays in 

that order . 
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TABLE 3.14 

DAYS OF THE WEEK 

Number % 

Monday 9 8.4 
Tuesday 10 9.3 
Wednesday 22 20.6 
Thursday 21 19.6 
Friday 27 25.2 
Saturday 15 14.0 
Sunday 3 2.8 

TOTAL 107 100.0 

The daily differential may be related to pay days for 

Aborigines (Unemployment benefits on Wednesdays, endowments on -

Tuesdays and Thursdays) or to increased police activity mid 

week rather than at weekends. 

There was · also a fluctuation in the numbers of people 

apprehended each month, with the highest number of individuals 

being apprehended soon after the law was enforced (February 

1983). 

,. 

• 
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TABLE 3.15 

FREQUENCY RELATED TO MONTH 

Month No. of days Cases 

January 5 7 
February 11 44 
March 8 10 
April 3 4 
May 8 12 
June 1 1 
July 6 7 
August 3 5 
September 8 15 
October 1 2 

TOTAL 54 107 

Beer was the drink which was most commonly being drunk in 

public. 

TABLE 3.16 

TYPE OF LIQUOR 

Number % 

Beer 67 62.0 
Wine 38 35.2 
Spirits 2 1. 9 

TOTAL 107 99. 

In general it would seem that Aboriginal drinkers ·in Tennant 

Creek have successfully adapted to the Two Kilometre Law -

although figures from the local police show that 23 apprehen

sions were made in the street outside the Swan Hotel, which 

remains a risky place to drink from the point of view · of 

police surveillance. Aboriginal drinkers have withdrawn from 

view. 
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In the first three months of its operation, Tennant Creek 

provided only 16% of apprehensions made under the legislation 

in the entire Northern Territory, whereas Alice Springs had 

54%. 

3.5 Alcohol and the Welfare of Children 

It is often assumed that people who drink heavily, particu

larly Aborigines, neglect their children. Certainly this can 

be the case, as I shall show shortly. However a definition of 

'neglect' can also be inappropriate if, despite a materially 

impoverished home ~nvironment a child has a stable emotional 

and social life (see Hamilton, 1982 : 62 for a discussion of 

this). 

An investigation of cases currently on the files at the 

Division of Conununity Welfare in Tennant Creek showed that 

there were as at October 1983, 24 children whose circumstances 

were being monitored by staff of that Division. Of those 24, 

17 were 'alcohol related' in various ways, ( ie 70%) 5 were 

not associated with alcohol, 1 case possibly involved alcohol, 

and 1 was of a petrol sniffer. 

The cases include two children who were accidentally hit while 

their parents were drunk and arguing (1 European family and · 1 

Aboriginal). There were six children who had been assaulted 

by their parents and four of these were while the adults were 

drunk. 

The two other assault cases did not involve alcohol (both 

Europeans) and the children involved had appeared . at school 

with black eyes. There were four cases which could be desig

nated as neglect - these were all Aboriginal children whose 

mothers had abandoned the child to the care of others ( some 

elderly and not able to give adequate care), and one child was 

from a 'multi-problem' family. These children were suffering 

from malnutrition, some grossly, and the poor prognosis for 

such children was noted. One child had been abandoned by his 

Aboriginal mother while she had been drinking heavily for two 

weeks; she had also been in police custody for disturbing the 

.• 

.,. 
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peace. Another Aboriginal woman who had not yet successfully 

brought up a child ( earlier children had been passed onto 

relatives) had allowed her child to become malnourished partly 

because she needed support and training in child ~are. After 

hospitalisation and with follow-up help from the Homemakers, 

the child has improved. 

Other cases involved welfare because domestic arguments 

associated with alcohol were splitting the families, or 

because a chitd had got into trouble with the police. The 

non-alcohol involved cases included fostering arrangements for 

an orphan and care of an interstate ward. 

The Homemakers, members of the Department of Community 

Welfare, visit the camps offering advice on child care, nutri

tion, and follow up welfare cases, and provide cheap .hot meals 

for elderly people in the camps. There are Homemakers at 

Ali Curung, Elliott, Lake Nash, Borroloola, and Tennant Creek. 

In Tennant Creek they employ six women who work a total of 15 

hours a week between them. They serve a average of 15 

pensioners a day with a hot lunch which costs $1. 00, which 

they take out to house or to the camps. They also provide 

sandwich and fruit lunches for Aboriginal children at Karguru 

school. For this, parents pay 70¢ a lunch. There is an 

assumption on the part of some Europeans, including an 

Alderman in Tennant Creek, that Aboriginal children received 

free meals 'just because they were Aboriginal'. 

The school with the highest enrolment of Aboriginal children 

is Karguru School (70 Aboriginal children in a total enrolment 

of 360 - about one-eighth of the school) . The school has a 

special Aboriginal Unit which draws on children from different 

grades throughout the school for particular classes. A school 

bus collects children and stops at The Mulga and Village as 

well as stopping in town. The principal commented that from 

time to time approximately 12 or 15 Aboriginal children might 

arrive late for school because of lack of sleep from drinkers 

noise the night before. He estimated that absenteeism 

increases by about 5% during pay weeks. 
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Hungry children are 'not endemic' to the school, but perhaps 

ten children come to school hungry. The canteen does not open 

until 10:30 am recess. However the Health Department provides 

free milk and biscuits to approximately 70 children at the 

school. The Principal thought that 5 or 6 European children 

were 'neglected' because of parental drinking and described 

them as 'latch key' children. The Anglican minister also 

referred to the number of Europeans who went out to the pub 

leaving the children with half a dozen videos and '$5 for a 

hamburger at the Pioneer'. 

The Tennant Creek Preschool has an enrolment of 33 children of 

which only 2 are Aboriginal children (last year there were 8 

Aboriginal children). One of the two Aboriginal children has 

not been back to school all term and their teacher thought 

that his parents were 'alcoholics'. 

It is through the schools that some child abuse cases come to 

the attention of the Division of Community Welfare and several 

principals I spoke to gave instances of reporting black eyes. 

The Little Sisters of Mercy who have 4 resident nuns in 

Tennant Creek transport Aboriginal children to school and also 

act as an informal creche for children while teaching their 

mothers to sew, and to feed and wash their children. 

3.6 Summary 

In this section the impact of alcohol on social disorder has 

been considered. Definitions of disorder were explored and a 

description given of disruptive actions associated with drink

ing in Tennant Creek. Police data showed that over 1,000 

offences of all kinds had been committed by alcohol affected 

people within a three year period in Tennant Creek and that 

slightly more that half of these were by Aboriginal people. 

However the data also showed that the police had evidently 

stepped up their activities with respect to protective custody 

of Aborigines. 

.... 
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The role of visiting Aborigines was also considered, and it 

appeared that overall, comparatively few outsiders were 

arrested by the police for alcohol related incidents,- al though 

they may cause more trouble in the camps and town leases. The 

Two Kilometre Law was found to have affected Aboriginal people 

far more than Europeans, and had probably changed the patterns 

of Aboriginal drinking by limiting the number of 'safe' · places 

where they may drink. The law seems to have had the effect 

desired by Europeans in the town - that of visually 'cleaning 

up' drinkers and drunks. 

The impact of alcohol on children was examined, and it was 

shown that 70% of the cases being monitored by Community 

Welfare were associated with alcohol. Alcohol did not, 

however, make a noticeable or serious impact on children at 

school although in some cases children were tired or hungry 

and six Tennant Creek children on Community Welfare's records 

had been hit (either deliberately or accidentally) while their 

parents were drunk . 

< 





"I feel no pain dear Mother 

But Christ I am so dry 

Please take me to a brewery, 

And leave me there to 

The Glass Canoe, 

(Ireland, 



.. 
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PART FOUR 

DRINKING AND PHYSICAL- DISORDER 

In this section the impact of alcohol on the physical well

being of Tennant Creek people is considered. Data have been 

collected on motor vehicle accidents in town and the surround

ing area; on those people requiring emergency aerial evacua

tion to or from Tennant Creek, and on the type and number of 

cases treated _ at the ·Tennant Creek Hospital over a one month 

period. Alcohol related diseases will also be dis.cussed in 

this section, with data on hospital · admissions and nursing 

home clients being presented. Causes of death requiring 

coronia-1 enquiry are also presented, with data covering a five 

year period. 

4.1 Injuries and Fatalities in Motor Vehicle Accidents 

Data on motor vehicle accidents (MVAs) are pre·sented for a 

sample period of 15 months (from 1 June 1982 to 30 September 

1983). However these accidents did not all occur in Tennant 

Creek · itself, nor necessarily invoi ve Tennant Creek people. 

However . they cover the region closely associated with the town 

and as such are part of the context within which the town can 

be viewed. 

Over the 15 month period there were - 145 accidents reported 

altogether, of which 85 (58%) involved injury or death. In 

these 85 accidents, a total of 8 persons were killed or died 

subsequently, and 130 were injured. Alcohol was involved in 

these accidents as follows. 



100 

TABLE 4.1 

* ALCOHOL INVOLVEMENT IN VEHICLE ACCIDENTS 

(JUNE 1982 - SEPTEMBER 1983) 

Fatal or Injury accidents with no alcohol 

Fatal or Injury accidents with alcohol 

TOTAL 

* Race not indicated on Police records. 

Number of 
Accidents 

68 (80%) 

17 (20%) _ 

85 (100%) 

Number Injured 

93 (79.4%) 

24 (20.5%) 

117 (99·. 9%) 

Of the eight fatal accidents in this period (involving the 

deaths of eight people) five were associated with alcohol and 

three were not. The blood alcohol levels of those five 

drivers involved in fatal accidents were .124, .216, .230, 

0248 and .318. 

The highest number of accidents involving injury or death 

occurred in June 1982 (11), July 1983 (10) and January 

1983 ( 8) . The only month in which there were no accidents 

involving injury or death was March 1983. Police data print- . 

outs on MVAs do not identify race. A local police officer 

commented that Aborigines were to some extent protected from 

drunken car crashes because they were so inebriated they could 

not drive. Europeans, on the other hand, usually thought that 

they were capable of driving. 

Drink-drivers seen in the Tennant Creek Court at a session on 

20 September 1983 were predominently local Europeans. All 

received at least the minimum penalty of 6 months suspension 

of licence, and four out of the six men seen received fines of 

at least $250. 00. These men had consumed large amounts of 

alcohol: one man had been drinking for eleven hours, another 

had drunk a cask of Moselle with two other men (despite the 

fact that he had been diagnosed as having cirrhosis of the 

.. 
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liver). The local newspaper has recently begun to print the 

names of those appearing in court, including drink-drivers, in 

the police 'On the Beat' column. This did .not happen befo.re 

November 1983 apparently as a result of an unwillingness to 

expose local people and their children to public disgrace. 

Proceedings at Tennant Creek Courthouse were, however, some

times reported in the Alice Springs, Centralian Advocate. 

4.2 Coronial Death Enquiries and Alcohol 

With the cooperation of the Alice Springs Coroner, Mr John 

Murphy, SM, access was granted to records of inquests for 

deaths which occurred in the Tennant Creek · area. The area 

extends to Elliott, and the Barkly region as far as the 

. Queensland border. Inquests are conducted if there are 

uncertain or suspicious circumstances surrrounding a death. 

I was able to scrutinize records for a period of just under 

five years, from January 1979 to September 1983. My purpose 

was to discover the extent to which alcohol was found to be a 

contributing factor to the death under investigation. In many 

cases, as it eventuated, alcohol per se was not found to be 

the cause of death, however it was often implicated as being 

a partial contributor to the death itself, or to circumstances 

which led up to the death. 

Over the period January 1979 - September 1983 there were 100 

coronial death enquiries carried out for the Tennant Creek 

region. Of these, 32 deaths were either directly caused by 

alcohol as in the case of a motor vehicle accident driver with 

a high blood alcohol level; or alcohol was strongly implicat

ed in the death, as in the case of a death primarily from 

'natural causes' in which the coroner noted the contribution 

of chronic alcohol abuse. 

Of the alcohol related deaths, just over half were Europeans. 

The following table gives a breakdown of alcohol involvement 

and race. 



102 

TABLE 4.2 

ALCOHOL AND NON ALCOHOL RELATED DEATHS IN TENNANT CREEK REGION 

REQUIRING CORONIAL ENQUIRY, 1979 - SEPTEMBER 1983 

ABORIGINAL OTHER 

Alcohol Non Alcohol Alcohol Non Alcohol 
Related Related Related Related 

1979 5 7 1 4 

1980 1 7 3 14 

1981 4 4 8 8 

1982 3 7 4 3 

1983 -
7 Sept 2 6 1 8 

TOTAL 15 31 17 37 

46 54 

MVA = Motor vehicle accident 
NC = Natural causes 
AR = Alcohol related 

Cause if 
Total Alcohol Related 

17 4 MVAs 
1 Suicide 
1 NC+AR illness 

25 2 MVAs 
1 NC+AR illness 
1 misadventure 

24 2 fights 
1 NC+Alc. abuse 
8 MVAs 
1 manslaughter 

17 2 NC+Alc. abuse 
4 MVAs 
1 murder 

17 1 MVA 
2 ;'. acute 

dehydration 

100 

* These two deaths of Aboriginal children were indirectly caused by 
alcohol. They became lost in the bush with their mother after leaving a 
drunk man of whom she was frightened. (Information from verbal report of 
the mother, from Tennant Creek Hospital . ) 
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A further breakdown of the 32 alcohol related deaths shows 

that deaths requiring inquests were most commonly caused by 

motor vehicle accidents for both Aborigines and non

Aborigines . 

TABLE 4.3 

CAUSES OF ALCOHOL RELATED DEATHS REQUIRING CORONIAL ENQUIRY 

Aborigines Other Total 

MVA 8 10 18 
Natural causes and alcohol abuse 1 4 5 
Manslaughter charge 3 2 5 
Misadventure 2 :/I 1 3 
Suicide 1 * 1 

TOTAL 15 17 32 

N.B . 

* This was an open finding of a man who shot himself. His b-ehaviour 
was described as becoming more violent and distraught from drinking. 

II These are the two deaths from dehydration mentioned before, 
indirectly alcohol related. 

In some cases the car accidents were roll-overs on the Stuart 

Highway or. Barkly Highway, or tyre blow-outs. Blood alcohol 

readings ranged from .137 to . 313 ( the two highest readings 

.311 and .313 were both of Europeans). A European man drank 

six rum and cokes over a two hour period with no food intake, 

at the Wauchope Hotel, before his fatal accident. Another 

European who died in a collision with a roadtrain had been 

asked to leave licensed premises just north of Tennant because 

of his drunkeIU1ess. He passed out briefly while eating a meal 

at a roadhouse. Within ten minutes of leaving the roadhouse 

he had hit a road train head-on, as he drove on the wrong side 

of the road. 
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Aboriginal people involved in fatal accidents had often 

consumed large amounts of liquor also. Five people had 

apparently consumed two cartons of beer ( 48 cans) before an 

accident which occurred east of Ali Curung; and a young man 

who was so drunk he was 'almost falling over as he walked' was 

hit by a passing road train at Elliott. 

In an accident near Avon Downs in August 1981 in which an 

Aboriginal man was killed, the driver and occupants (six 

people altogether) had purchased and consumed a large amount 

of alcohol. They had also driven a lorig way - the trip 

started at Frewina, went to Rockhampton Downs, back to 

Frewina, to Alroy Downs, Delmore Downs, then to Barry Caves. 

The accident occurred 12 km east of Avon Downs. During this 

time the six occupants of the car purchased four bottles of 

Bundaberg rum and four cartons (96 cans) of Carlton. It 

appears that most of this alcohol was consumed, although the 

visits to various stations probably meant that some of it was 

shared out. 

Despite the small number of cases overall, it is perhaps worth 

pointing out that deaths of Europeans in alcohol related 

accidents occurred more often on main roads (Stuart and Barkly 

Highways), and that Aboriginal fatal accidents took place on 

country roads. 

Table 4. 3 on inquests shows that more Europeans than 

Aborigines died from alcohol related physical ailments. For 

example in November 1982 there was a death from pneumonia in 

which the victim also had alcoholic liver disease; and in . 

1981 a Warrego man died of a pulmonary infarct but his chronic 

alcohol abuse was seen as a contributiing factor. His room 

contained thirteen empty and five fu~l beer cans. A man died 

in Tennant Creek hospital early in 1982 of a perforated ulcer 

but who had also been a 'heavy drinker'. 

.. 
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4.3 Emergency Aerial Evacuations to and from Tennant Creek 
Hospital 

An emergency aerial evacuation either from an outlying area 
into Tennant Creek, or from Tennant Creek to a larger hospital 

(usually Alice Springs) costs an average of approximately 
$1, 000. 00. Usually a doctor accompanies the patient if the 
evacuation is to another town, and flies out with the aircraft 
to attend serious accidents within the hospital's region. It 
is then, an expensive, time-consuming, and sometimes dangerous 
operation. 

Over a 12 month period (September 1982 to August 1983) there 
was a total of 112 individuals requiring aerial medical evacu
ation (Medevac) to or from Tennant Creek hospital. Of these, 

7 Ab 
. . 1 

53 percent were Europeans, 4 percent were or1g1nes. 

These evacuations were for the following reasons: 

TABLE 4.4 

CAUSES OF MEDEVACS (12 MONTHS) 

Cause 

Motor vehicle accidents 
Other reasons 

TOTAL 

Number 

21 
91 

112 

Percent 

19 
81 

100 

As can be seen above, motor vehicle accidents amounted to 21 

(19%) out of the total number of Medevacs. 

1 (Source: Dr J. Goodbourn, Medical Superintendent, 
Tennant Creek Hospital. Particular thanks to 
Dr Goodbourn for compiling this information). 
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The number o·f these evacuations that were necessary because of 
alcohol related causes (ie MVAs where a blood test revealed 
more than . 08) was ascertained, using Hospital records and 
personal communication from medical staff. 

TABLE 4.5 

-ALCOHOL RELATED MEDEVACS (12 MONTHS) 

Alcohol Involvement 

Total alcohol related evacuations 
Probable alcohol related evacuations 
Unknown 
Not alcohol related 

TOTAL 

-Number 

16 
4 

21 
71 

112 

Percent 

14 
4 

19 
63 

100 

Definite or probable alcohol related medevacs accounted for 20 
( 18%) out of the total number, totalling in very approxi
mate terms a cost of $20,000. Of those medevacs with a firm 
association with alcohol, Aborigines and Europeans were 
equally represented (eight of each). 

May and July 1983 were the months in which the highest number 
of medevacs took place (18 and 20 respectively) and July also 
had the highest number of alcohol related ones (4). 

4.4 Alcohol Related Illnesses in Tennant Creek 

It would be very hard to ascertain precisely the number of 
individuals suffering from alcohol related physical or mental 
illness in Tennant Creek. This would mean searching individ
ual files on patients seen at casualty or outpatients, and 
would not include those suffering from preliminary symptoms 
who had not sought medical advice. 

• 
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It is possible however, to obtain figures on hospital 

admissions and their diagnoses, and to extract from these, 

diagnoses which relate specifically to alcohol related disease 

according to the Manual of the International Statistical 

Classification of Diseases, Injuries and Causes of Death 

(9th revision, 1975, known as the I.C.D.). 

Admissions to hospital in .the Northern Territory are diagnosed 

according to a primary diagnosis or principal condition, with 

secondary and tertiary diagnoses as well. Those admissions 

which were diagnosed with an I.C.D. coding which defined the 

disease as being primarily.· an alcohol related disease were 

noted. 

In the table w:qich follows, I have included in the totals 

admissions to Tennant Creek Hospital which had an I . C. D. 

classification of alcoholic . liver disease or disease of the 

pancreas as one of the diagnoses - this means that their 

alcohol related symptoms were not necessarily the primary 

cause of their hospitalisation. This information was 

collected for a five year period 1976 1980. (Source: 

.Northern Territory Department of Health records, Darwin) 

TABLE 4.6 

ALCOHOL RELATED DISEASE ADMISSIONS TO TENNANT CREEK HOSPITAL 

1976 TO 1980 

Alcohol Related Total Admissions, Alcohol Related 
Admissions (disease of all Causes Admissions as% 

YEAR liver and pancreas) Total Admissions 

1976 70 934 7 
,;,·· 

1977 103 902 11 

1978 87 1084 8 

1979 104 1281 8 

1980 117 1444 8 

TOTALS 481 5645 9 
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Over a five year period, the serious alcohol related diseases 

constituted 9 percent of total admissions to Tennant Creek 

Hospital. These figures do not include the range of other 

diagnoses which can include alcohol as a significant factor 

(eg alcoholic psychosis, alcoholic cardiomyopathy, cancer of 

the throat etc), and merely use liver and pancreas disease as 

an indicator of 'tip of the iceberg'. 

There may, however, be a range of people hospitalised, whose 

conditions are influenced or prolonged by alcohol use in a 

variety of ways. For example cases of malnutrition, or 

dehydration through neglect; patients with wounds or s.ores . 

which have become infected or are slow to heal; 

accident or collapse, fitting and so on. 

cases of 

~ Nursing Home next door to the hospital at Tennant Creek was 

opened in 1983 and it is supported by the Uni ting Church . 

Nine patients are currently in residence, all people who need 

constant nursing care 

patients have alcohol 

various ways. 

and supervision. 

associated with 

Most of these nine 

their admission in 

When I discussed with the Matron the nature of my research she 

commented that it was going to cost the Northern Territory 

Government 'millions of dollars' to support all the alcohol 

related illness she saw around her in the town. 

.. 

• 

• 
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4.5 Alcohol Related Consultations at Tennant Creek Hospital 

With the co-operation and assistance of nursing and medical 

staff at the Tennant Creek Hospital a one-month survey was 

'ti conducted of all consultations including casualty and out

patients at the Hospital (see Appendix II). Staff were asked 

to complete further details in the questionnaire if the con

sultation was for an alcohol related incident or illness. 

Despite the short-term nature of the survey ( 3 October 

., 

• 

2 November 1983) it was hoped that such a sample period would 

give some indication of the number of alcohol related 

incidents seen as a part of the daily work at the Tennant 

Creek Hospital. The results of this survey are presented 

below. 

Over a one month period, a total of 654 consultations for all 

reasons were noted .on the questionnaires. Of these, 366 (just 

over half) were males and 288 were females. _There were 162 

Aboriginal consultations 

consultations (75%). 

TABLE 4.7 

CONSULTATIONS BY AGE GROUP 

Age Group 

Infant 
School age 
Adult 
Elderly 

TOTAL 

7• Rounding Error 

(25%) and 492 non-Aboriginal 

Number Percent 

. 82 13 
91 14 

458 70 
23 4 

654 101 7, 

Place of residence was reguested and these details, together 

with the alcohol or non-alcohol related nature of the consult

ation, are given below. 
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TABLE 4.8 

RESIDENCE BY ALCOHOL INVOLVEMENT 

Alcohol Not Alcohol Not Total 
Related% Related% Known 

Tennant Creek Town 24 (36.9) 415 (73. 1) 14 453 (69.3%) 
Village 10 (-15.4) 21 ( 3. 7) 2 33 ( 5.0%) 
Mulga 10 (15. 4) 19 ( 3.3) 0 -29 ( 4.4%) 
Karguru 2 ( 3.1) 2 ( 0.4) 0 4 ( 0.6%) 
Other camp 3 ( 4~ 6. 6 ( 1.1) 1 10 C LS%) 
Warreg9 3 ( 4.6) 38 ( 6. 7) 0 41 ( 6.3%) 
Other locality 11 (16. 9) 51 ( 9:0) 2 64 ( 9.8%) 
Not -known 2 ( 3.1)_ 15 ( 2-.6) 0 16 ( 2.4%) 

TOTAL 65 568 21 654 

The highest number of consultations- both alcohol related and 

not were for people resident in Tennant Creek town. They 

constituted 36. 9% of the alcohol related consultations and 

73.1% of all non alcohol related consultations. Considering 

that Warrego has a visiting doctor and two resident nursing 

sisters, 41 consultations by Warrego people in one month seems 

high. Of town consultations, only 5% were alcohol - related; 

whereas of Village and Mulga consultations, about 30% were 

alcohol related. However approximately 65% were for non 

alcohol related problems. 

Of the 652 consultations over a month, 59 (9%) were admitted 

to hospital. Of these, 7 {11.8%) were alcohol related 

admissions. 

Of the 654 consultations, 35 (5.4%) were people who were 

intoxicated at the time of presentation. 

.. 

• 

• 
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TABLE 4.9 

ALCOHOL INVOLVEMENT BY RACE 

Aboriginal Other Total 

Alcohol related 45 (69.2%) 20 (30.8%) 65 
Not alcohol related 110 (19. 4%) 458 (80.6%) 568 
Not known 7 14 21 

TOTAL 162 492 654 

From the above table we can see that almost one -third of 

alcohol related consultations were with non-Aboriginals, (ie 

in one month, twenty Europeans consulted for alcohol related 

matters). Over two-thirds of alcohol related consultations 

were by Aborigines, which means that they are, ( as approxi

mately 19% of the population) over-represented 1n this 

respect. 

Of three possible types of alcohol related problem - injury, 

infection and illness - 43 ( 6. 6% of all consultations) were · 

for alcohol related injury, and 12 (1.8%) for alcohol related

illness. Only 5 (0.8%) infections were seen. 

Alcohol Related Injury 

Hospital staff were asked to note the type of alcohol related 

1nJury; see Table 4.10 below . 
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TABLE 4.10 

TYPE OF INJURY 

Injury Number Percent 

Bruise 11 31 
Laceration 17 47 
Fracture 7 19 
Burn 1 3 

TOTAL 36 100 

All but one person sustained a single injury, in the above 
- · . -

categories. Lacerations were the most conunon alcohol related 

injury. 

N.B. There are minor variations in the number of cases. This 

is because of missing or incorrectly entered information. 

TABLE 4.11 

TYPE OF INJURY BY SEX 

Injury Male Female Total 

Bruise .7 4 11 
Laceration · g 8 17 
Fracture 5 2· 7 
Burn 1 0 1 

TOTAL 21 14 35 

Men sustained more fractures than did women, but nearly equal 

numbers of lacerations. 

• 

• 
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TABLE 4.12 

PART OF BODY INJURED. 

Part of Body Male Female Number 

Head 9 4 13 
Forearm 3 2 5 
Upper arm 2 0 2 
Hand - 3 3 6 
Foot 0 1 1 
Body --------- - 2 ~--- 1 -- - 3 
Leg 1 2 3 

TOTAL 20 13 33 
-

Nearly half of all alcohol related injuries were to heads, and , 

about half of all male injuries were head injuries. Only 

one-third of female injuries were head injuries. 

Out .of the thirty available cases nearly one-third sustained 

lacerations to the head. 

Although this was sometimes difficult information to obtain, 

the questionnaire asked for the cause of injury if known. 

TABLE 4.13 

CAUSE OF INJURY BY TYPE OF INJURY 

Bruise Laceration Fracture Burn Total 

Vehicle 1 1 ( 2.9%) 
Assault/Fight 7 14 5 1 26 (74.3%) 
Self-inflicted 1 2 2 5 (14.3%) 
Other Accident 1 1 ( 2.9%) 
Not Known 2 2 ( 5. 6%) 

TOTAL 11 17 7 1 35 
(31. 4%) (48.6%) (20.0%) (2.9%) (100. 0%) 
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From Table 4 .13 it can be seen that three-quarters of all 

_ injuries were caused by assaults or fights; and that about 

half of the fights produced lacerations. 

The questionnaire asked for the sex of the assailant if the 

incident was. a fight. Despite the difficulty of obtaining 

this information -and small numbers 1 we present it below. 

TABLE 4.14 

SEX OF ASSAILANT BY SEX OF VICTIM 

Victim Male 
Victim Female 

TOTAL 

-

Male Assailant 

12 
13 

25 

Female Assailant 

3 
3 

6 

Most assailants 

almost · equally. 

were men, but they assaulted men and women 

There- were marked variations in the number of people attending 

at the Hospital each day. · See below. 

TABLE 4.15 

DAY OF THE WEEK BY ALCOHOL INVOLVEMENT 

Alcohol Not Alcohol Not 
Related Related Known Total 

Monday 9 118 3 130 
Tuesday 11 115 6 132 
Wednesday 8 96 4 108 
Thursday 11 81 1 93 
Friday 6 83 4 93 
Saturday 14 34 1 49 
Sunday 5 41 2 47 

TOTAL 65 568 21 654 

• 

• 



• 

115 

The most noticeable feature of these -figures is the high 

number of total consultations on Mondays and Tuesdays (40% of 

attendances on these two days). Saturdays constituted 21.5%, _ 

which is surprising as the conventional wisdom about 

Aboriginal drinking is that it occurs on Wednesdays (pay day) . 

However the numbers are (once more) small. It may be that the 

20 Europeans who consulted for alcohol related factors boosted 

the Saturday numbers; 28. 6% of Saturday consultations were 

alcohol related. 

4.6 Community Health Centre 

The Community Heal th Centre ( CHC) is the -base from which 

Aboriginal Heal th Workers· work in Tennant Creek, and which 

some Aborigines _ attend for medical help. Unfortunately the 

staff at the Clinic were unable to complete the questionnaire 

~~ hoped- There were probably alcohol related presentations 

at the Clinic over the sample period of October. There would 

also have . been people seen in the camps and town leases who 

had alcohol related ailments. I was taken with - the heal th 

workers on one such visit, however, no one received tr_eatment 

on the spot as I had anticipated would be the case. · Those 

with health problems were -- t;old to attend the Clinic, and 

heal th workers seemed to sp-end some time transporting people 

to and fro. 

It is to be hoped that a more decentralised and camp-based 

service can be developed, with health workers spending longer 

at the camps and treating non-serious complaints within the 

camp environment. The provision of simple shades such as 

those used by the homemakers at Ali Curung would provide a 

sheltered and practical spot from which health workers could 

work. 

Such a camp-based emphasis would do much to provide support 

and a sense of security, particularly to women, who are living 

in camps where drinking takes place. Dealing with alcohol and 

its accompaniments will be made possible by strengthening and 

supporting existing Aboriginal social structures and even 
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individual Aboriginal people. As it is not practicable to 

stop people from drinking al together, the task at hand from 

the point of view of lease and camp dwellers, is to maintain a 

reasonable state of order in which people can sleep 

undisturbed and survive from day to day without coming 

· to inordinate physical harm. 

The health workers and homemakers between them, because they 

have access on a daily basis to people's living areas are in a 

crucial position in this regard. Not only are they in a 

position to monitor the physical results of alcoholled events 

relatively soon after they occur, they interact with those who 

live with these events. Because they are, on the whole, women 

and are in 'semi-official' roles at that, it would be 

impossible to allot them a more interventionist role with 

those who are committed to a drinking litestyle. 

4.7 Alcohol and Its Effects on Employment 

Quantitative data on the extent to which drinking causes 

problems at work, absenteeism, industrial accidents or low 

output were not available. However in discussion with 

personnel staff and safety staff at two major places of 

employment near Tennant Creek, Warrego Mine and the Meatworks, 

I was able to gather some informed comments . 

Personnel staff commented that the awareness of the relation

ship between industrial accidents and output and alcohol is 

still in its infancy in the Northern Territory. Measuring 

work performance was said to be almost impossible in Tennant 

Creek with respect to alcohol - 'if you manage to turn up for 

work, it's OK'. Even if particular individuals are identified 

as having drinking problems which are affecting their work 

pe_rformance or safety, the special comradeship and mateship 

which exists makes it difficult to confront people with that 

aspect of their lives. Despite the 'mateship' network there 

is a strong worker - management split, (already discussed with 

respect to drinking venues) which makes it difficult for 

'staff' to counsel or advise 'workers'. 
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(1) The Meatworks 

The Meatworks is situated 10 kilometres south of- Tennant Creek 

on the Stuart Highway. · This location was selected partly to 

avoid offensive smells from the works polluting the town, but 

also it ~~kes it more difficult fqr the men to go -into town at 

1 unchtime to dri_nk alcohol. Even so, some workers make the 

trip into Tennant Creek in order to have a few beers at lunch

time. Paydays at the works were once on Wednesdays, but 

because of the high absenteeism this produced on Thursdays, 

pay day is now 1 pm on Fridays. The firm 'has trouble' keep

ing the men _at work on Friday afternoons until the closing 

time of 2: 30 - 3: 00 pm, because they tend to go to the pub 

immediately after receiving their pay. 

The rule is no alcohol on the plant, and so alcohol is not 

allowed in beyond the gate!_ However men have been known t~ b~ _ 

drunk and/or asleep on the job and at least one man -has been 

sacked for this reason. 

Safety is · carefully monitored - special footwear is required 

and sharp knives are in use and the workers have to be 

. competent and fast. They are paid on a piece wor~ tally, 

acqording to the number of cattle they work, so it pays to be 

a fast worker. However it was described as being minimal job 

satisfaction work because· of the 'production line' l.ayout,. It 

may be that this fact, together with the temporary nature of 

their work-life · in Tennant Creek which are con~ributiing 

factors to t;.he repo'rtedly high alcohol ~ntake of Meatworkers : 

('Rum and Tequila are popular at · the moment'). The men also 

complain that there is nothing to do in Tennant Creek (other 

than the Sporties Club and the Goldfields Hotel), and many men 

leave their wives and families behind down south. 

(2) Warrego 

At Warrego too alcohol is not allowed beyond the fence and a 

worker is fired on the spot if he is found with alcohol beyond 

this limit (two men were sacked last year for this reason). 
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If a worker arrives at work drunk he is sent home- with a 

warning, however the definition of 'drunk' is somewhat flex

ible, and a supervisor may _not want to 'dob in a mate'. The 

bar at the Workers' Club is open at lunchtime (half an hour) 

but two foremen have suggested that it be closed at this time. 

Company staff estimated that 70% of absenteeism at the mine is 

from alcohol related causes, as is a considerable amount of 

sick leave. The wo:r;:_l{ level of Monday morning and Friday 

afternoon shifts are 'directly related' to alcohol, and as 

with the Meatworks, men sometimes 'blow the shift' to go 

drinking. There had been two - motor vehicle accidents (roll

overs) near Warrego involving drink-drivers, at the weekend of 

;my enquiries. 

The nursing sister reported that there were -cases of enlarged 

livers _ and of pancreati tis among mine workers, and that some 

men had a poor diet as they missed breakfast ( ie could not 

eat breakfast because of drinking the previous night) and ate 

takeaways, going straight to the club after work. 

(3) Other Employees 

The Tennant Creek Town Council emp+oys 37 people and has a 

special wages pause programme. It also runs a Special Works 

Programme for Aboriginal people funded by the Department of 

Aboriginal Affairs - this currently employs nine Aboriginal 

people. Any worker who arrives at work drunk is sacked on the 

spot, and even a beercan on the job results in dismissal. The 

Works Supervisor estimated that 60% of absenteeism was alcohol 

related, but there had been no job-related accidents over a 

two year period. The workers are entitled to go home at 

lunchtime 'for a beer' and many Europeans do so. However a 

small number of the workers 'need a couple of charges' before 

work. The level of work performance was described as 'accept

able, but not stunning'. 

... 
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4.8 Unemployment 

• There were 252 persons -receiving unemployment benefits_ (UB) _in 

Tennant Creek as at the end of October 1983. Seventy-nine 

(31%) were Aboriginal people and 173 (69%) were non

Aboriginal. (Source: Department of Social Security, Darwin). 

~ over the four month period ·ending September 1983, the.re were 

19 vacancies unfilled (Source: Graham Lucas 1 __ Commonweal th 

Employment Service, Tennant Creek). Tbe same period saw 

approximately 420 people registered at the Tennant Creek CES 

as looking for employment. Of this 420, ninety three (22%) 

were Tennant Creek Aborigines. A further 47 Aboriginal people 

from outside ·Tennant Creek were also registered as seeking 

work. The ·majority of the vacancies (70%) were in mining, 

retail and public service categories - and the Tennant Creek 

C.E.S. officer commented that there was a shortage of skilled 

labour in the town. 

It would be difficult to speculate . on the extent to which 

alcohol use has an impact on the employment prospects of 

Aborigines or Europeans. However, having to some extent 

gauged 'public opinion' among business people and some town 

councillors, it is clear that Europeans have a poor impression 

_of -Aborigines because of their conspicuous use of alcohol an~ 

that because ot this they are unwilling to offer them .work. 

However, the local supermarket manager, a man with an unusual

ly flexible and humane approach to Aboriginal people, has 

successfully- employed Aborigines on a casual basis in his shop 

and states that he will continue to do so. 

The Warramunga Pabulu Association (WPA) has a workforce 6f 16 

men, and presumably could employ more Aboriginal people if 

funds were available. Work which provides houses for people 

on town leases, or which provides resources for outstations,· 

is socially ·and culturally relevant _ to Aboriginal people and 

as such can only assist in the mitigation of excessive alcohol 

use and the growth of pride in being Aboriginal. . Potentially 
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the WPA could become a major employer of Aboriginal people. 

Alice Springs' Tangentjere Council, for example, employes 40 

people fulltime and 30 on a part-time basis and 1,000 people 

have worked for the Council over a three year- period (Nathan, 

1983:125). 

A representative Council such as this could provide a forum 

for discussion for Aboriginal residents of Tennant Creek and a 

locus of decision making which could provide those people with 

a greater degree · of -choice and involvement in decisions which 

affect their lives. 

4.9 Summary 

In this section I have provided quantitative evidence of the 

extent to which alcohol contributes to morbidity in Tennant 

Creek. With the time restraints on collecting and analysing 

data, this 1s of necessity a selective presentation which 

provides an overview of the types of fatality and illness that 

can occur. 

Alcohol was associated with 20% of motor vehicle accidents 

causing injury or death in the Tennant Creek region over a 

15 month period, and was associated with 8 deaths on the 

roads. Drink drivers seen at court had often consumed large 

amounts of alcohol and received stiff fines and suspension of 

their licences. Alcohol related emergency aerial evacuations 

/ to or from the hospital constituted 17.85% of all such evacua

tions over a .12 month period, _and those definitely known to be 

alcohol involved were spread equally between the races. 

Hospital admissions for alcohol.related diseases of the liver 

and pancreas constituted 8.52% of all hospital admissions at 

Tennant Creek hospital over a five year period and J?atients 

currently at the local Nursing Home have nearly all had 

alcohol as a major factor 1n their physical ailments. 

Hospital consultations for alcohol related injuries or illness 

over the month of October 1983, constituted 10% of total 

consultations, and 66% of these were for injuries. Alcohol 



• 

,. 

121 

related inj~ries were predominantly lacerations to the heads 

of Aboriginal - people. These were caused predominantly by 

assaults or fights. 

The absence of data from the Community Health Centre is 

regettable but nevertheless, it is felt that the personnel 

associated with the Centre could more actively provide health 

care than they were at the time of my research. 

The Homemakers, by providing hot meals - to - pensioners and -

lunches for Aboriginal children, have a daily contact with 

many Aborigines who would not otherwise be seen by anyone in a 

caring or supportive way. Further and ongoing support - for 

these services is strongly encouraged. 

Includ~d in this Section a.:te some general comments on the 

impact of alcohol on employment in Terman~ Creek. Workers at 

two major places of employment were reported to be regular and 

some were heavy drinkers with subsequent deleterious effects 

on their work performance and health. However, little 

substantive data are available on these issues . 
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CONCLUSION 

This study of alcohol use in Tennant Creek has been a socio

logical one, in which both qualitative and quantitative data 

are presented. It is beyond the scope of this Report to make 

recommendations for ameliorative action, but I wish to draw 

some conclusions from the most significant findings of the 

study. 

It has not been possible to establish definitely how much 

people in Tennant Creek drink. This would be an extremely 

difficult undertaking even for a long-term study. Licensees 

are generally unwilling to disclose their sales figures. The 

Liquor Commission does not make available data on individual 

licensees. Nevertheless, it is clear that Tennant Creek 

people substantially organize their social lives around 

alcohol, and that considerable physical and social problems 

exist in association with alcohol use by many in the town. 

There· is evidence that the community tolerates a high intake 

of alcohol among its members and considers this to be 

unremarkable. 

The Report has documented the social context of drinking and 

how drinking is organized by different groups in the commun

ity, in order to present an understanding of the heterogenous 

nature of the town. People conduct their drinking at loca

tions which are selected to meet with their membership of 

different social groups. Each group has its own standards and 

rules to which its members on the whole subscribe. Intake and 

ine~riation are enacted within the customs set out as appro

priate by each group. There are different levels of risk

taking associated with drinking which are commonplace: for 

Europeans it might be illheal th, or the breathalyser; for 

Aborigines it is more likely to be a protective custody appre

hension or an assault involving a head injury. There is 

considerable inter-group intolerance of behaviour associated 

with drinking, and this intolerance is not only directed 

towards Aboriginal people but towards other groups in the 

community with particular drinking styles. 
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In order to understand alcohol use in Tennant Creek, those in 

positions of authority and responsibility should ideally have 

access to enough information which will enable them to 

distinguish the presentation of fact from the reality itself. 

Tennant Creek is a small town and its members often ascribe 

truth to their presentation of it. The definition of the 

drinking problem in Tennant Creek was, in the first instance, 

a definition promulgated by those with a particular interpre

tation of reality. This interpretation was guided ( among 

other things) by concern for the protection of businesses and 

the presentation of the town as not just tidy, but safe and 

orderly. These are understandable preoccupations but are 

those of a particular segment of the community· only. 

In the Report I have also noted the high proportion of alcohol 

related apprehensions of Aborigines by the police, particular

ly of protective custody apprehensions. However, the 

conclusions to be drawn from these high figures are not as 

simple as they seem. Aboriginal drinkers are far more visible 

and audible in the town for a variety of reasons which are 

touched on in the Report. Other writers have voluminously 

documented reasons why Aborigines tend to come to the atten

tion of the police more often than Europeans . 

The Aboriginal open air drinking style has become subject to 

increased legislation (in the Northern Territory) and to 

increased police activity ( in Tennant Creek). In Tennant 

Creek the situation is exacerbated by the existence of only 

one legitimate and accessible bar at which Aborigines may 

drink - this bar, for physical reasons, contributes to the 

likelihood of their apprehension by the police. Some displays 

of drinking behaviour by Aboriginal people, although they are 

in effect 'p-rivate' displays (of argument or affray) often 

take place publicly, before a European audience which in turn 

finds such events disturbing, threatening and distasteful. 

The offence generally lies in the public nature of its 

performance, rather than in the act itself. 

- I 
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The Report also documents (albeit for a limited period) the 

extent to which Aboriginal people sought medical attention at 

the Tennant Creek Hospital for alcohol related issues. 

Despite their small number in the overall population, they 

constituted 69 percent of the alcohol related consultations. 

Drink related violence among Aborigines has caused some severe 

injuries seen at the hospital - of this there is no doubt. 

However there are other factors to be taken into consideration 

in this context. Presentation at the hospital by an Aborig

inal person may be related to a number of circumstances. 

Wounds and sores take longer to heal when living circumstances 

are hard, bandages are torn and water has to be carted by 

hand. Those who drink heavily and those in poor nourishment 

exist closer to the threshhold of sickness and infection than 

others. 

It has not been the subject of this investigation to ascertain 

why people drink alcohol so that it becomes physically or 

socially detrimental to themselves or others. If we are to 

take ameliorative action with respect to Aborigines or any 

other groups described here, more research is needed to assist 

our understandings. Until we understand more fully the 

reasons why people drink to a problematic extent, we will be 

unable to do very much about it. 

It is hoped that this short study will serve to broaden the 

areas of concern and highlight those to which attention can be 

directed. It may also serve to deflect the stridency of a 

focus on one section of the community, to a mature appraisal 

of the totality of alcohol use and the diversity of its impact 

upon Tennant Creek . 
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1981 

ABORIGINAL OIHER 

M F M F - - - -
JANUARY 99 36 10 ~ 

FEBRUARY 89 52 7 ~ ' 

MARCH 48 14 7 1 

APRIL 64 21 12 2 

MAY 95 39 9 ~ 

JUNE 38 22 3 ~ 

JULY 108 32 8 ~ . 

AUGUST 114 34 16 1 

SEPfBvffiER 114 27 7 ~ 

OCTOBER 82 41 ~ ~ 

NOVIMBER 130 32 ~ ~ 

DECfMBER 83 21 6 ·~ 

1064 371 85 4 

1435 89 

1524 

PROTECTIVE CUSTODY (S.128) 

TENNANT CREEK TOWN 

1982 

ABORIGINAL OIBER 

M F M F - - - -
155 25 4 ~ 

70 22 3 1 I 

79 26 4 ~ 

It 71 
II 

24 6 ~ 
II 
II 85 11 · 8 

' ~ II 
II 
u 
II 

67 11 1 ~ II 
II 
II 
II 

87 21 7 ~ 

60 29 2 ~ 

27 18 12 fl 

64 43 4 ~ 

27 12 5 ~ 

92 21 1 ~ 

884 263 57 1 

1147 58 

1205 
II 
II 
II 
II 
II 

1983 TOTALS 
ABORIGINAL OIHER ABORIGINAL 01llER 

M F M F M F M F - - - - - - - -
59 38 15 2 313 99 29 2 

32 11 3 ~ 191 85 13 1 

101 48 I 10 ~ 228 88 21 1 

69 36 5 ~ 204 81 I 23 2 >-

" I.! 

83 37 8 2 · 263 87 25 2 

48 18 9 1 153 51 13 1 

84 34 7 ~ 279 87 22 ~ I 
· 1 

117 41 9 ~ 291 104 27 1 

102 38 6 ~ 243 83 25 ~ 

146 84 4 ~ 

157 44 5 ~ )> 
"'O 
"'O 

175 42 7 ~ rn z 
c:, 
H 

695 301 72 5 2643 935 214 10 >< 
~ 

996 77 ·3578 224 

1073 3802 



__ J 







r 

- --- ' 
133 

· APPENDIX II 

CONFIDENTIAL 

ALCOHOL RELATED INJURY & ILLNESS 

PLEASE COMPLETE FOR INITIAL PATIENT CONTACT ONLY 

(Please place appropriate number in right nand column, where 
shown) 

1. IDENTIFICATION 

1. 1 Date of contact - --

1.2 Day of week 

1 = Mon 5 = Fri 
2 = Tues 6 = Sat 
3 = Wed . 7 = Sun 
4 = .Thurs 

1.3 Hospital registration no. 

1.4 Name 

1.5 Age group 

1 = infant 4 = elderly 
2 = school age 9 = not known 
3 = adult 

1.6 Sex. 1 = male. 2 = female. 

1.7 Ethnic group. 1 = Aboriginal 
- 2 = Other 

1.8 Residence 

1 = Tennant Creek town 5 = Other camp 
2 = Village 6 = Warrego 
3 = Mulga 7 = Other (specify) 
4 = Karguru ............... 

9 = not known 

1.9 Drunk at time of presentation 

1 = Yes. 2 = No. 9 = not known. 

1.10 Admitted to hospital. 1 = yes. 2 = no. 

1.11 Alcohol involvement in this patient contact 

1 = alcohol related 
2 = not alcohol related 
9 = not known 

IF ADMISSION, DOCTOR WILL COMPLETE SECTION 5 AT END OF 
QUESTIONNAIRE, WHETHER ALCOHOL RELATED OR NOT 

IF THIS IS AN ALCOHOL RELATED PATIENT CONTACT, PLEASE 
CONTINUE. IF NOT, NO FURTHER QUESTIONS, THANK YOU. (UNLEss · 
PATIENT ADMITTED, WHEN DOCTOR COMPLETES SECTION 5, PAGE 3) 

D 
I I 

D 
D 
D 

D 
D 
D 

D 
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What kind of alcohol related health problem is presented. 

1 = injury 
2 = infection 
3 = other illness 

IF INJURY, COMPLETE THE FOLLOWING 

2.1 Types of injury. (Tick 9 s many boxes as necessary) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Bruise . . . 

Laceration 

Fracture . 

Burn .. 

2.2 Parts of body receiving major injury. 
many boxes as necessary) 

(Tick as 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

Head . . . 

Forearm. 

Upper arm. 

Hand .. 

Foot 

6 Body. 

7 Thigh 

8 Leg. 

2.3 Severity of Injury 

. . . . . . . . . . . . 

1 = Minor. 2 = Medium. 3 = Severe. 4 = Fatal. 

2.4 Cause of Injury 

1 = motor vehicle 
2 = assault/fight 
3 = self inflicted 

4 = other accident 
5 = other (specify) 

9 = not known 

2.5 Whose intoxication/alcohol use responsible 

1 = patient's own intoxication 

D 

D 

D 

2 = another person's intoxication 
3 = both D 
9 = not known 

2.6 If assault, sex of assailant 

1 = male. 2 = female. 9 = not known/not applicable D 
2.7 Weapon used to inflict this injury 

1 = fist 4 = axe 
2 = knife 5 = bottle 
3 = firearm 6 = other (specify) 

• • • • • • • • • • • 0 • • • D 9 = not known/not applicable 
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IF INFECTION, COMPLETE THE FOLLOWING 

1 = boils & sores 5 = infected wounds 
2 = cellulitis 6 = septicemia 
3 = gastroenteritis 7 = combination of the above 
4 = pneumonia 8 = other (specify) 

9 = not known/not applicable 

IF CONSULTATION IS FOR ILLNESS, GIVE DIAGNOSIS 

5 FOR PATIENT ADMITTED TO HOSPITAL, DOCTOR WILL COMPLETE 
THE FOLLOWING 

5.1 Is this an admission for an alcohol related 
illness/injury. (reasonable guess) 

1 = yes. 2 = no. 

5.2 Reason for admission 

· · 1 = injury. 2 = illnes.s. 

5.3 Suspected alcohol related illness. 

1 = psychosis 
2 = convulsions 
3 = cirrhosis 
4 = pancreatitis 
5 = gastritis/peptic ulcer 

D 

D 
D 

6 = bleeding oesophageal varices 
7 = clotting disorder rn 
8 = bleeding piles 
9 = acute myocarditis 

10 = peripheral neuropathy 
11 = malnutrition 
12 = other (specify) ........................ . 
13 = not applicable 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR ASSISTANCE. 

PLEASE RETURN COMPLETED FORM TO MEDICAL RECORDS, TENNANT 
CREEK HOSPITAL. 

NT Drug & Alcohol Bureau 
Department of Health 
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