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Dear Aunty Ruby 
 

Linda Westphalen 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Where to begin? How can I say what’s in my heart, tell readers what it was like to be 
taught by you, Aunty? I want to give a sense of what you gave and I’m sorry if it 
sounds like cheap melodrama or self-indulgence. I can’t figure out how to word this 
without constantly referring to myself and it sounds as if I was your only student.  
You were a nation’s teacher. A world’s.  
 
And Aunty, I can’t wear my academic hat for this. I can’t pretend that our relationship 
was only teacher-student. It was much more than that.   
 
I’ve written so many letters to you over the years. It’s become a kind of habit, like 
buying flowers – and I remember how much you loved flowers. (Buy flowers, chuck 
out old ones, wash vase, arrange new, write to Ruby). There were lulls, like when I 
finished my PhD and had my baby, and got too involved with my own troubles. I also 
felt like I’d bothered you enough with questions and just shouldn’t bug you with 
more. You had enough on your plate. So I stopped for a while, got on with my own 
stuff, got a job, bought a house, did three rounds of IVF. No more babies. Life.   
 
I tried hard to live what you taught me, even in the lulls. Tried to pass on what I’d 
learned to my students – so many lessons. Like that I’m in a position of privilege 
because of colonisation, the same process that dispossessed Aboriginal people. Like 
laughter is powerful. Like bitterness doesn’t do anything but poison your soul. Like 
don’t sit there prating what you think is the truth about Aboriginal lives…get off your 
goonum and bloody find out for yourself what the truth is. Do your research. Like 
“Listen, little one, I’m telling you something important…” 
 
You called me ‘little one.’ 
 
And I called you ‘Aunty Ruby.’  Not everyone is allowed to address an Elder as aunty 
or uncle, but I asked “Should I be calling you ‘Aunty’?”  You agreed it was 
appropriate. I realised a lot later that children are taught by their parents’ kin – 
particularly their siblings. It was a formal recognition of our teaching relationship...in 
an Aboriginal world. I’m reminded of your hat you always wore, a black akubra with 
badges all over it and the Aboriginal colours prominent. For me it was like an 
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academic’s bonnet, and signs of Aboriginality and Australianness all rolled into one.  
Doctor Aunty Ruby Langford Ginibi. More than my teacher... 
 
I first contacted you because I wanted to do a PhD about Aboriginal life histories and 
I struggled with it. How could I write as a white person? Could I do it without being 
an exploiter in yet another act of theft? I struggled and, after sweating about it for 
about a year, I wrote to one of your publishers and asked them to forward a letter. I 
asked if it was ok. I asked, “Can I do this?” You said yes to both questions. And then 
I deluged you! Poor Aunty, putting up with this little white nuisance who wouldn’t 
shut up!   
 
But Aunty Ruby, you never put me off. Not once. You sometimes responded with 
silence, usually when I asked a question that wasn’t my business to ask or you 
thought (maybe) wasn’t your business to answer, but you never shirked a question.  
You’d say, “You need to go learn more about that.” Or, “Listen, and think…” You 
called it “edu-ma-cation”. And it was more valuable than any PhD, no question. The 
PhD changed my status. Your edu-ma-cation changed my soul. 
 
Sounds like hyperbole – the temptation to speak at extremes, to romanticise 
Aboriginal people into wizened old gurus with all the answers. You and I both know 
the reality. I met you as one person. We parted and I wasn’t the same. It was as if I’d 
idly turned over a stone and found a jewel. A Ruby. And you enriched my life. 
 
I remember when I explained what it was I was trying to do in the PhD and it must 
have been ok, because you supported me unstintingly. You didn’t much care for 
anthropologists (rip-off merchants), but you saw the possibilities. White people 
weren’t reading Aboriginal life histories right. We were missing the cultural stuff 
hidden in the stories, because we didn’t see the importance of what we were reading. 
We read with our white glasses on, and all they did was blur the words. We needed a 
tool to understand what we were reading and anthropology could be that tool, if we 
didn’t make it the only tool we had. You wanted us to understand the history and you 
were very clear that it wasn’t fiction, but truth that you’d written. I wanted to know 
more than that stuff happened. I wanted to know why stuff happened, what was there 
before we stole the children and trained them to be servants of our privilege, and what 
was left. I wanted to know why Box Ridge Mission existed in the first place. Why it 
mattered that you went out Bush with your father and Uncle Ernie Ord. Why going 
back to Bundjalung country was so important. 
 
I learned that all land is Aboriginal land, and that while I love it, I can’t ever know 
just how much a part of Aboriginal lives it is…like your body didn’t end with your 
feet, but that you were physically connected with the earth, and when you walk across 
its terrain, you celebrate its stories, its spirits, its nurturance of you. It was like a 
member of the family – and I could digress into earth-mother phrases – but it was 
more that it enfolded you in firm loving arms and held you when you felt lost. You 
taught me that. You taught me to look at land like it not only gave you life, it was a 
life. 
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You showed me that we’d missed our chance to meet the Bundjalung on their terms. 
That we’d damaged lives in unimaginably awful ways. That we’d punished the more 
precious and the most vulnerable – children – because we didn’t learn from their 
parents. That you’d ridden the horror show train your whole life, and we now spoke to 
each other from positions that made me, if nothing else, guilty of profound ignorance. 
Step in, Doctor Aunty Ruby Langford Ginibi, messenger bird – wagtail and black 
swan – Ginibi, hissing defiance, biting the bums of the ignorant and racist! How you 
laughed when I told you that! 
 
You showed me that the Bundjalung were still here, still resisting our colonisation. 
And you were one of the custodians of its rich knowledges—damaged, but still 
fighting. You were a fighter, alright! So much fight in that body, Aunty, I often 
wondered how you kept going. I realise now that you had no choice. I could walk 
away if I wanted to. You couldn’t. These were your people. Your children. It simply 
wasn’t in you to quit. 
 
I hold my son tightly and try to imagine what it would be like to have him taken from 
me. I decide that I would rather be dead than be without him. After talking with you, I 
realise that Aboriginal families would have felt like dying too, but that they had no 
choice either. They had to keep fighting because their kids could find their way back, 
if they were lucky and strong. Some had other kids they had to keep safe. And that 
going on must have been a constant agony of hope. Living an Aboriginal life must be 
like being iron in a forge, tempered again and again, until the heat made you so brittle 
that you shattered. 
 
I’m never going to know what an Aboriginal life is like, Aunty. Not ever. 
 
I remember once we spoke on the phone and I told you I had a job. I was worried that 
I was a white person teaching about Aboriginal people – that this was a fundamentally 
wrong position. “What if I stuff it up?” “Who am I to say anything?” “I’m part of the 
problem.” 
 
“We need you,” you said in a way that was so final. “We can’t do it without allies. 
Stop whinging about how ignorant you are or that it isn’t your place. You’ve learned, 
so now you teach them. Just DO IT.” 
 
I acknowledge the sense of purpose you gave me. I won’t say I always got it right. I 
didn’t. But I tried, Aunty and I’m going to keep on just doing it. In my way, in what I 
do, I ‘bump my gums’ trying to make my students understand that they can’t just let 
stuff go anymore. There was never a terra nullius. People from Europe came in 
ignorance – and in knowledge – of other peoples’ ownership of land, and exploited it 
and them for our own gain. I find myself unconsciously quoting Paul Keating’s 
Redfern speech and you. And my students stare at me, when I tell them about stealing 
children from their families at the Colebrook site in Eden Hills, and I can’t stop my 
tears. 
 
How could we have forgotten that we were all children once? 
 



The Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, Vol.3. No.1 2012, 
ISSN 2013-6897 under the auspices of Coolabah Observatori: Centre d’Estudis 
Australians, Australian Studies Centre, Universitat de Barcelona 
 
 

30 
 

There are memories I cherish, Aunty. Like meeting you in Armidale for that 
conference, and I asked stupid questions and got sharp responses. I had to learn to 
listen. Like when I found that photo of Aunty Mary of Main Camp in the archives at 
the library at Southern Cross University, and you went silent on the phone, and I 
thought I’d made you keel over. Like when I compared you with Elizabeth Taylor 
(having serial husbands) and you indignantly protesting that you “never had eight!” 
 
Like hearing the tension in your voice when you spoke of a family crisis, and you 
were phoning me because you were in too much pain to write. Like reading your 
excitement when I told you that the PhD was going to be a book. Like hearing you 
laugh – and you could sure laugh, Aunty. Rich and luscious laughter, from deep 
inside. You laughed like it was a life line – maybe that’s why you liked jokes so 
much, told them gleefully, enjoying their earthy ribaldry. It was either that or go nuts.  
Or get eaten away by bitterness. 
 
How clever you were. You’d weigh words and then give it straight, no bullshit, no 
hesitation. Taught yourself piano. Topped the class at school. Could have trained as a 
teacher, but didn’t, because it would have meant being indentured like a slave to the 
Aborigines Welfare Board, and being a tool of the colonisers. You got to teaching by 
another road, Aunty. It’s my profession, teaching, and I see it as the greatest privilege, 
to be entrusted with other people’s children and given their learning. It’s a powerful 
responsibility, one you took on as if it was a custom made coat. I wonder what would 
have happened if you’d had the chances I had? Where would you have been? 
 
Vice Chancellor of a University. Politician (but one with a soul). Head of a 
Community Corporation. A Doctor – you’d written about being a doctor and won a 
prize for it. A writer always. You’d have been a leader who people sat up straighter 
around. And you’d have put everyone at ease with a joke and then addressed the 
agenda. Item 1: kick racist historian’s bum. Item 2: Sort out politicians. Item 3: Have 
the word ‘edu-ma-cation’ added to dictionary. Item 4: invite Dalai Lama over for a 
cuppa and cake. Item 5: retrain all teachers in inclusion… 
 
Aunty, you were vulnerable, but powerful too. There were times when I felt that all 
we had to do to sort out the world’s problems was to have you go and talk some sense 
into folk…that we could have saved a lot of useless, senseless deaths in Afghanistan 
if we’d just parachuted you in, like another kind of smart bomb. You were a woman 
who had such a lot to give, but I wonder what you gained, in the end. You loved life, 
opened your heart and shared so willingly. How many of us gave back in the same 
way? 
 
You always ended your letters with a benediction, evoking the Great Creator Spirit to 
keep me safe, to give me strength, to guide me. I always sent you my ‘good vibes’. 
I’ll keep sending them, even though you’re stolen from us, Aunty.   
 
I have to go. I wish… too many wishes… 
 
All my love and, as always, my best vibes to give you peace and strength, 
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Linda 
 
PS. The book is out and it looks awesome. I have no words left to say how grateful I 
am that you edu-ma-cated me. My heart will have to feel the words to you instead. 
 
Linda Westphalen is a lecturer in the School of Education at the University of 
Adelaide, South Australia, where she trains teachers in Cultural Studies. She 
completed her PhD, on the lives of Mrs Alice Nannup and Dr Aunty Ruby Langford 
Ginibi in 2002. 
 


