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When Ruby Langford Ginibi died on 2 October 2011, I felt as if I had lost a member of my 
own immediate family. To some one who did not know Ruby or her writing, it could seem 
odd that a conventional white male academic, who had met her only on her visits to La Trobe 
University in the 90s and hadn’t seen her for over ten years, should feel this way.  But to 
anyone who had met her or read her writing it would be no surprise at all.  She was an 
emotionally generous woman, who had learnt through hard experience the meaning of 
friendship and kept it in repair. In a quite remarkable way she connected with people of all 
kinds and conditions: I was but one among many who felt her as a presence in their lives and 
were changed in subtle ways by knowing her. 
  
Ruby had made her mark as a public figure and was speaking with authority on behalf of 
Aboriginal people before she came to La Trobe University in 1994. Like other readers of 
Don’t Take Your Love to Town, in which she had set down and shared her life with such 
unflinching honesty, I looked forward to meeting her. There are occasions when writers in 
the flesh are far less interesting and attractive than their books, and sometimes, indeed, one 
would prefer to know them only in the text. It wasn’t at all like that with Ruby. Although 
already struggling with physical infirmity, and unable to walk any distance, she radiated an 
extraordinary vitality and empathy that engaged one immediately. As a speaker she was, in 
many ways, formidable: she didn’t pull punches in her talk, she answered questions directly 
and forcefully, and she left you in no doubt that what you were hearing was deeply felt and 
considered. In person she may not have said anything that was strikingly new or different 
from what she had written—she was always herself, always what she wrote, never pretending 
to be anything other than how she had presented herself in her writing—but to meet her and 
listen to her talk was to experience directly and unforgettably that strength and integrity of 
spirit that is in everything she has written.  She was far from being a simple personality, as I 
came to realize, but she was all of a piece.  
 
The publication of Don’t Take Your Love to Town in 1988  was the realization of what must 
at times have seemed an almost impossible dream—she had begun the book over 20 years 
earlier—but, having succeeded, she had no thought of resting on her laurels.  Nor did she see 
her achievement as a purely personal one. She had written ‘a true life-story of an Aboriginal 
woman’s struggle to raise a family’, dedicating it to all her own nine children and her adopted 
children, as well as to ‘every black woman who’s battled to raise a family and kept her sense 
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of humour’. It was moving to hear her describe, as she did to a group of students on one visit, 
how the family had sat around the kitchen table as she wrapped up her manuscript in brown 
paper to send to the publisher. Her son Jeffrey, who had accompanied her to La Trobe on that 
occasion, remembered that they had all given the parcel a kiss before it went off.  In telling 
her story and that of her family, she was consciously a representative of her people, giving 
voice to the voiceless. With her autobiography in print, her aim was to write more books, 
always with the intention of creating better understanding of the life of Aboriginal people in 
Australia.  She was still writing during her last days. 
 
For Ruby herself the publication of her autobiography was, in many respects, a life-changing 
experience, opening up new possibilities and bringing a sense of personal fulfilment. I have a 
vivid memory of her conversation at a dinner party given in her honour by Suvendi and 
Mahinda Perera at their home in Carlton. It was a happy occasion for a small group of people 
whom Ruby and her son Jeffrey clearly found congenial. Ruby was ‘off-duty’, so to speak—
not ‘bumping my gums’ as she used to say of her talks, but just enjoying being with friends, 
who happened to be academics and students. She spoke frankly about the stress she had 
experienced in her life, and smiled as she described how recently the doctor had advised her 
to lie down and listen to Vivaldi. The difficulties and stress did not disappear with her 
becoming an author: hers was not one of those lives where the author, having written of her 
life-experience, looks back in comfort on a struggle that has ended. She battled on, 
confronting and overcoming life-problems such as most of us never know. 
 
In one of those celebrity quizzes that weekend newspapers are so fond of, she answered the 
question about what she had wanted to do when she was a child with one word: ‘write’. That 
desire would hardly seem remarkable in someone who had been privileged to grow up in a 
household of books, art and music, or even in a non-indigenous child from what we call, in a 
somewhat mealy-mouthed fashion, ‘an under-privileged background’; but given the struggle 
to survive that she faced from an early age as a black person in a white society, the poverty 
and sheer physical hardship she endured, the burdens of family, the lack of control over her 
life, it was more than remarkable, it was heroic. Against all the odds, she was able to realize 
this childhood aspiration, and produce books that contributed powerfully to changing the 
consciousness of so many of her fellow-Australians. 
 
On meeting Ruby one saw at once that she was born to ‘edu-ma-cate’ (her own word for the 
sort of teaching that she did).  It isn’t surprising to read that she excelled at school and was 
regarded by the staff as a potential teacher.  (Her father’s decision that she should leave 
school early and so lose any prospect of training as a teacher must have been hard to accept, 
but in her autobiography she makes no complaint.)  Paradoxically, had her father accepted 
the proposal that the Aborigines’ Protection Board should put his talented young daughter 
through teachers’ college, she would have had an easier, less fractured life, but she would 
never have made the impact on both Indigenous and non-indigenous readers that she did.  
The sort of knowledge that Ruby had to offer could not be learnt from textbooks. She taught 
with the authority of her personal experience, experience that was unique and yet, as she 
wrote in a poem, that of ‘every black woman’. In My Bundjalung People, her third book, 
which records her journey to find her roots and recover the history of her people, she 
describes how she wrote in a copy of Don’t Take Your Love to Town that she presented to a 
school: ‘Read this and come into the world of an Aboriginal mother’.  Non-indigenous 
readers (like me), who went into that ‘world’ and recognized the authenticity of what was 
offered, had their eyes opened. 
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II 
 
 
By the time I met Ruby I was near retirement. I belonged to her generation, being just three 
years older. When first reading Don’t Take Your Love to Town, I had recognized that my 
initial education in a country school (in a different state) had not been very different from 
hers. This struck me even more a few years later, when we were talking on the phone.  I had 
been digging up and resetting the daffodils which I had planted on my front lawn, and which 
she had so liked on her only visit to our place in semi-bushland at Warrandyte. ‘Send me 
some of your bulbs’, she said. (All garden-lovers enjoy horticultural networking, so I sent her 
some bulbs and her son Nobby planted them in pots for her.) Then she went on to recite 
Herrick’s ‘Fair daffodils, we weep to see you haste away so soon’, saying afterwards with 
that infectious laugh of hers, ’You didn’t know I knew that poem’.  At school we had both 
learnt by heart the English and Australian poems that were part of the usual syllabus: this was 
a link, but I had had a very different life from hers. 
 
I had gone on to an academic career despite the tragic death of my father, an English migrant, 
in an industrial accident when I was still an infant. Scholarships enabled me to go to high 
school and to university; then I had the good luck to get a university tutorship, and begin a 
career in tertiary teaching, which was what I had desired more than anything else. The 
economic disadvantages that I suffered were contained within the dominant culture to which I 
belonged. Although I experienced a sort of ‘genteel poverty’ in my youth, I never doubted 
that there were opportunities awaiting me, and if I failed to grasp them that would be my 
personal failure.   
 
My early childhood was spent on my Australian grandmother’s farm in the Latrobe Valley, 
where I formed a deep attachment to the land. I grew up with a sense of belonging: Australia 
was my country (and Dorothea Mackellar’s!); it was home. To me now it seems extraordinary 
that in my childhood none of us ever thought that we were living on land that had been home, 
a place full of meaning, to another people. No-one ever mentioned the appalling treatment of 
the Aborigines by the early settlers in Gippsland, who were revered as ‘pioneers’. If the Lake 
Tyers settlement were ever mentioned, it was in terms of what had been done to help ‘the 
dying race’. As I was growing up it always seemed as if Australian Aborigines were 
‘elsewhere’. I read about them in histories and in books like H.H. Finlayson’s The Red 
Centre (1935) and Charles Mountford’s Brown Men and Red Sand (1948), but until I visited 
Alice Springs and Darwin in the mid-1950s I doubt that I had ever knowingly seen an 
Indigenous Australian. And I could not claim to have taken more than a casual interest in the 
position of Aborigines in contemporary Australia before the 1967 referendum.  
 
When I moved to Perth to teach at the university there in 1958 I did start to become more 
aware of the ‘fringe-dwellers’, as writer Nene Gare called them. On the transcontinental train 
trip I had met a young Perth man, from whose parents I was able to rent a house. I got to 
know his family and heard from his father, Noel White, a primary school teacher in the state 
system, of his experiences in teaching Aboriginal children. In 1945 he had been sent to the 
Carrolup Native Settlement, and there, although not himself an art teacher, he had had 
remarkable success in encouraging the artistic abilities of the children. An exhibition of the 
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work of the children had been taken overseas, and a book, Child Artists of the Australian 
Bush, by Mary Durack and Florence Rutter, published in London in 1952.   
 
Today, more than half a century later, the Noongar tradition of Carrolup is acknowledged as 
having had an impact on later generations of Aboriginal artists.  There have been exhibitions 
in recent years, and the most talented of the artists have received some individual recognition, 
notably Revel Cooper, for whom there is now an entry in the Australian Dictionary of 
Biography.  However, in 1958, six years after the school had closed, when Noel White took 
me one evening to meet Mary Durack, what had been achieved was clouded by a sense of 
near-hopelessness and tragedy, as the lives of so many of the young artists had in a few years 
been wrecked, mainly by alcohol. Noel White had been teaching prisoners at Fremantle 
Prison, and he and Mary remembered sadly some of the former students of Carrolup like 
Revel Cooper, who had been there.   (Cooper was back there nearly 20 years later when he 
illustrated Mary’s book, Yagan of the Bibulmun.) Mary talked about the need to get talented 
young Aborigines away from ’bad influences’ in Perth, and quoted the example of the youth 
she had put on the train to Melbourne the previous week after he came out of Fremantle. This 
was Colin Johnson, whom she and apparently everyone else then thought was Aboriginal. 
Mary, who had grown up on a North-West station with Aboriginal children, had brought 
Colin Johnson to her home from prison before putting him on the train; and many years later 
I was to read that her mother, on hearing this, had exclaimed: ’But Mary, you can’t have him 
in the house!’ 
 
That evening spent with Mary Durack and Noel White represented a kind of beginning for 
me. In Perth I was more aware of the situation of Indigenous people than I had ever been 
before, but it was at a distance: Aborigines were then not part of the academic community to 
which I belonged. It was only through my wife, Jo, that I came to know slightly an 
Aboriginal couple. She and her four sisters were very fond of the Aboriginal maid who had 
become ‘part of the family’ for some years, helping her mother (whom the maid called ‘Mum 
Joyce’, which was coincidentally the name by which Ruby knew her step-mother) to cope 
with a brood of five girls. Esther (‘Essie’) and her husband moved north from Perth in 1966, 
just after Jo and I were married, and shortly before their departure they came to dinner with 
us one night. There, for the first time, I experienced as an individual the warmth and 
openness that characterizes Aboriginal people. It was no novelty for Jo, who had known 
Essie and a number of her friends for years, but it marked a stage in my own personal 
journey. 
 
The Perth that Jo and I lived in until we moved to Melbourne in 1970 was, of course, the city 
in which Sally Morgan had grown up, learning at school that it was better to be ‘Indian’ than 
to be ‘Aboriginal’. My Place, her account of how she had uncovered her Aboriginal heritage, 
and her connection with a leading Perth family, had the force of a revelation when published 
in 1987. It was an instant and spectacular success, affecting the way in which its readers 
thought and felt.  Don’t Take Your Love to Town, published the following year, was not as 
easy a book for non-indigenous readers.  My Place was written in conventional English, and 
structured as a search for identity by a young woman who had been shaped by the standard 
educational system. Sally Morgan came to Aboriginal culture from the outside, as non-
indigenous readers did.  The distinctively Aboriginal voices in the text were those of her 
grandmother and her great-uncle, whom she had recorded on tape.  Don’t Take Your Love to 
Town was written in English by an Aboriginal woman who had, as Aboriginal artist Pam 
Johnson, one of Ruby’s adopted children, writes in the foreword to My Bundjalung People, 
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‘made the English language her own’.  For many non-indigenous people, that was its 
limitation; it took time to recognize that it was, in fact, its strength. As Suvendi Perera, the 
most perceptive interpreter of her writing, has shown in an important essay in Meridian (May 
1998), Ruby challenges ‘the aesthetic, narrative and moral conventions of Anglo-Australia’. 

 
 

III 
 
 

The emergence of Aboriginal writers was both exciting and challenging to teachers of 
Australian literature like me because so many of the familiar cultural assumptions and 
expectations inhibited, rather than facilitated, an understanding of their work. When towards 
the end of my academic career I included some of these new texts in my courses I found 
myself as much a learner as a teacher, and my friendship with Ruby was to be an important 
part of my late education. 
 
By the time she came to La Trobe in 1994 Ruby had been given the tribal name of Ginibi 
(Black Swan) by one of the elders of the Bundjalung people. In 1998, on the initiative of 
Suvendi Perera and the English Department, the university recognized her achievement with 
the award of an honorary doctorate, and henceforth she would be Dr Ginibi. It was a deserved 
title she wore proudly, and used very effectively in public discussion. In her famous reply to 
an ignorant review of Real Deadly in 1992 she had written that she had ‘the equivalent of a 
doctorate’ with her knowledge of ‘Aboriginal history, culture and politics’, and now she 
literally had a doctorate. When we spoke on the phone a few days after the ceremony she said 
that she had been overcome and burst into tears at Sydney airport when she returned from 
Melbourne that day, and had wished that her father were still alive. It was a poignant 
expression of what the institutional recognition meant to her. 
 
The award of the degree was a confirmation that at La Trobe we had established a bond with 
Ruby. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that she had established a bond with us. 
Nowadays there are government organizations to promote social inclusiveness and 
reconciliation: Ruby was a one-woman organization that was more effective than any 
bureaucracy. At the 1996 Urban Koori Identities Conference, in which she took part, one 
speaker—I can’t recall who it was—said: ‘Kooris claim the right to speak from the heart’. 
That was certainly true of Ruby, whose heart was as big as Australia. ‘You are Kooris now’, 
she said with a big smile, as she gave several of us lapel pins with the Aboriginal flag. It was 
a symbolic gesture of acceptance: we were now part of her extended family.   

 
 

IV 
 
 

Both my wife and I felt drawn to Ruby. On meeting her Jo responded immediately to Ruby’s 
compassion. At the Urban Koori Identities Conference, she was so moved by listening to 
Ruby’s talk about her family that she said to her afterwards: ‘Oh Ruby, I wish I had been 
adopted by you’. Quick as a flash came back the answer: ‘Consider it done’. Nothing more 
was said. Nothing more needed to be said. The heartfelt tribute had been received in the same 
spirit that it was offered.  Thereafter Jo was ‘My Adopted Daughter’ to whom Ruby sent her 
love whenever she wrote or telephoned. 
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Ruby was in Melbourne for five days on the occasion of the Urban Koori Identities 
Conference, which gave several of us the chance to spend some time in her company—and 
that of her youngest son, Jeffrey, who came with her. On their last day I took them sight-
seeing: Ruby wanted to see Captain Cook’s Cottage and the Old Melbourne Gaol. I was a 
little surprised that she should want to see a prison, which reflects my naiveté. She was in a 
wheelchair, and I pushed her around the gaol, leaving Jeff free to wander on his own. I had a 
tourist’s attitude towards the place where the outlaw had been imprisoned and hanged, but 
Ruby (and Jeff, too, I think) viewed it with emotion. I left her for a couple of minutes in the 
cell which is set up with Ned Kelly memorabilia. As I came back to collect her I thought that 
she was speaking to me. ‘I’m just saying good-bye to Neddy’, she explained. To her the spirit 
of the notorious prisoner was present, and she was paying her respects. By the time we had 
been around the building she was visibly upset by what she had seen. The small, dark, stone 
cells brought fresh to mind painful memories of what Nobby had suffered in the prison 
system, and before leaving the building we sat quietly for a while till she was able to 
compose herself. 
 
I think that it was later on that day as I drove Ruby and Jeff somewhere I unthinkingly used a 
Koori phrase that I had picked up from her. ‘You’re learning’, said Ruby with a grin. And, 
indeed, I was—in ways not always identifiable.   
 
There were meetings, letters and cards, and telephone calls over the next few years. One 
memorable day that gleams in the memory was when we went to the Yarra Valley. Suvendi 
and Mahinda brought Ruby and Jeff to our house at Warrandyte, where Jo provided morning 
tea. Perhaps because of my country background I have always tended to think of Ruby as a 
countrywoman rather than a town dweller. This impression of her was strengthened when she 
came to Warrandyte. Not far from our house is a large eucalypt, of which several top 
branches have fallen on to the lower branches. Ruby is the only visitor who has ever 
commented on this. She knew her way around the bush and was keenly observant, wherever 
she was, as is so evident in her writing. 
 
From Warrandyte we drove through the beautiful landscape of vineyards and farms to Yarra 
Glen, and after lunch set out for Healesville, with the intention of visiting an Aboriginal 
Centre there and the nearby Wildlife Sanctuary (which includes land where the Coranderrk 
Aboriginal Reserve was located). We never got to see the animals and birds because the visit 
to the Aboriginal Centre filled the afternoon. As Ruby was given a guided tour, with the rest 
of us trailing behind, I had a first hand experience of the esteem in which Auntie Ruby was 
held, and of the family networks of Indigenous people. Before we left the building telephone 
calls had been made, and Ruby was able to speak to several people whom she had not seen 
for a long time. There was in the air a sense of connectedness that a non-indigenous person 
could only envy.   
 
I had first been in touch with Ruby when in 1993 two of our students went to Sydney and 
interviewed her for Meridian, the La Trobe journal that I was editing. Then a couple of years 
later a Barcelona exchange student, who had been fascinated by Ruby’s writing when 
studying at La Trobe, also went to Sydney to interview her. On both of these occasions I was 
struck by the trouble that Ruby took. The tape of the second interview was of poor quality, 
and the Spanish student found it difficult to transcribe; Ruby, without complaint, decided that 
she would re-record it. In a letter telling me what she had done, she mentioned that she had 
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been awarded an honorary fellowship by the Australian Museum in Canberra. ‘Wow! What 
an honour aye, I’m so proud of it.  It means people are listening to what I’m saying’ [13 
December 1995]. That un-egotistical concern to be heard was, I quickly realized, all-
important to her. It prompted me, in later years, when I taught her books to students overseas, 
to have them sign postcards to her. She had been disappointed that the original publishers of 
Don’t Take Your Love to Town had not promoted the book abroad; and postcards from the 
students were a way of telling her that her voice was being heard beyond Australia. 
 
On receiving the first postcard from Barcelona students she wrote back, with that hint of self-
deprecation that was so characteristic of her: ‘I’ll be able to boast about it to my friends’. 
Ruby had every reason to be proud of her achievements, but boasting, or big-noting, was not 
part of her nature. She had what I think of as the old-fashioned virtues: she was unfailingly 
loyal, courteous—punctilious in sending ‘thank you’ notes—always considerate of the 
feelings of others, and tactful (both as a person and a writer) to a degree that I think has not 
been fully understood even by those who admire her and her writing. Despite all that she had 
suffered she had not become embittered or soured, and laughed easily at herself (‘Big Noise’, 
‘mouth almighty’). Remarkably, Don’t Take Your Love to Town, which describes so much 
grief and suffering, contains much laughter. She often talked about the importance of humour 
as a ‘survival mechanism’ for her people; and clearly it had operated in that way in her own 
life. Her jokes were never cruel or malicious. 
 
As a white outsider, I noted how often Aboriginal women spoke of her as a role model. For 
my part, I admired her, above all, for her courageous and generous spirit.  ‘Yours in unity’ 
was how she often signed her letters. I treasure a card (with a reproduction of one of Nobby’s 
paintings) she sent me when I was seriously ill in hospital in 2003: ‘Suvendi told me you 
were not well, so let me say this to you. “May the good spirit of my Aboriginal Dreamtime 
watch over you forever.” So get well OK.’ I treasure, too, a letter she wrote after I had been 
in touch with her from Barcelona about the hopes Susan Ballyn had of getting one of her 
books translated: she sent ‘love to Susan & Jo and all your mob, thanks old friend for all your 
acknowledgement of my writings OK; so some of you gubbas are Real Deadly’ [21 March 
2006]. Well, this gubba would like to think that was true. 
 
In the last years my contacts with Ruby were mainly on the telephone. We were both arthritis 
sufferers, and conversations often began with an exchange of health notes. I was fortunate in 
that I could have painful joints replaced, and so regain mobility; but she was more and more 
confined to a wheelchair. Several times when I rang she was obviously in pain, but her spirits 
lifted in conversation, her vitality reasserted itself, and before the end she was able to joke. 
Just talking with her was a lesson in moral courage. 
 
 

V 
 
 
A few weeks after Ruby’s death, as I was walking through a patch of bush in central Victoria 
I noticed a wagtail flitting from branch to branch. That bird was Ruby’s totem and I began to 
think about her life. A phrase from Wordsworth rose to the surface of my mind: he writes of 
the poet ‘carrying everywhere with him relationship and love’. I could think of no better way 
of describing what Ruby had meant to Jo and me and to so many others. She carried 
everywhere with her relationship and love. 
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