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Saskia Beudel 

View from Yuendumu Mining Store 

Frank Baarda's office is a demountable in a yard filled with car bodies. 

Along an interior wall is a set of shelves lined with rock samples. 

As we talked I kept glancing at the shelves, noticing something new 

each time: a piece of smooth green stone with sharpened edges; a stone 
hatchet with a design painted on its worn wooden handle and bound 

with spinifex wax; transparent quartz; tube-shaped rock samples from 

underground, known as diamond drilling cores; and dozens of rocks for 

which I have no name. Shelves, desks and papers were all lightly coated 

in red dust that gets into everything. 

I'd stepped into this room looking for my friend who'd 
disappeared to get a gas cylinder refilled. After waiting outside the 

corrugated iron far;ade of the mining store I went to find him, moving 

from the high light of desert winter into cool shadows of a work area 

beneath a tin roof. I stood in a small walkway between two buildings. 

It had almost the effect of an enclosed courtyard in old European cities. 
The faint scent of machinery was everywhere. Three Warlpiri men 

were working on a car engine in the subdued gloom, the dirt floor 

impregnated with grease. 'Yes?' one of the men said. I told them I was 

looking for my friend, who was looking for gas. 'Frank's office,' they 
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said. I looked around. One of them pointed across the yard, 'In the 
demountable.' 

Inside, my friend said, 'This is Frank,' with the kind of 

familiarity that suggested they'd met before. But they hadn't. Frank 
asked where my name was from. 'It's Dutch,' I said. 

He didn't respond, and I was expecting the kind of reply I used 
to get quite often, something like, 'What do you get called for short?' 
So I added, 'It was the name of Rembrandt's first wife,' as if that might 

help. Still no reply. 'He was a painter,' I tried. 
'I know who he was,' he said. 'I'm originally Dutch too.' His 

father spoke fluent German and did something undercover during the 

war; his family arrived in Australia in the late 1950s. Frank spoke to 
me in Dutch, but I'd already warned him I only have a few words. 

Frank has lived and worked in Yuendumu for over thirty years, 
and within minutes he declared: 'I'm anti-interventionist. It devalues 

the work that people have been doing here for many years, and 
characterises everyone as paedophiles and child-abusers. It doesn't in 

any way encourage the view that Yuendumu is a normal place to live, 
or that children can thrive here.' He brought up his own children on 

the community, and now has grandchildren there. 
I began to sense something of my father in this man: tall, 

opinionated, railing against something, dressed in a blue cotton shirt, 

slightly dishevelled, a tooth missing, and a thickly ragged head of hair. 
But my father wasn't vocal like this. 

Frank spoke of the importance for Warlpiri children to be 
taught by people fluent in their own first language - Warlpiri. 

'For the simple reason of communication,' he said. 

Frank's wife, Wendy, taught for decades at the Yuendumu 
Community School. She is a strong supporter of the bilingual or Two

Way program, which she considers to be in decline. When Warlpiri 

staff presence is high, so too is community interest and involvement 
with the school. Currently, only one qualified Warlpiri teacher remains. 

Wendy believes this is due to bureaucratic reduction and neglect of the 

program, and to insufficient training of non-Warlpiri staff in bicultural 
educational skills. 

'Different languages express different ways of understanding 
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the world,' Frank said. 'When I speak Dutch I'm a slightly different 

person than when I speak Spanish.' He was brought up in Argentina. 

His English has barely the trace of an accent. In the demountable, he 

stopped to take a phone call but the line cut out. 

'Where was I?' he said before regaining momentum. 'Warlpiri 

people have a strong spatial awareness.' He came up with a stream of 
illustrations. From early childhood, many use the cardinal points in 

everyday language. If you ask for the butter, someone will tell you it's 

in the South. 
When you teach Warlpiri kids the letter N, you say this is a 

termite hill with a digging stick next to it, so they can identify with 
it. But if you then write an N on a board on the opposite side of the 

room, they will write theN back to front- because that was the side the 

digging stick was on the first time. The digging stick stays in the East. 

Frank is a geologist and manages the Aboriginal-owned 

Yuendumu Mining Company. Once when out with an Aboriginal 

colleague in the Tanami looking for uranium, they got a reading on the 

scintillometer. 'As we were heading back,' Frank recounted, 'the guy 

said, "Over there is a place the same as that other place.'' So I said we 

should go and look. Sure enough, the scintillometer went off. We had 

been looking at an anomaly, and he had recognised the same pattern, 

the changes in vegetation and soil.' 

On another occasion, when Frank spread out some aerial photos, 

an old man picked them up and straightaway rearranged them to their 

true orientation. Looking more closely, the old man started identifying 

places he knew. 'The North imperative is a Western artifice,' Frank 

said, 'probably resulting from our use of magnetic compasses. To the 
Warlpiri, East and West have greater importance, as that's where the 

sun rises and sets.' 

Soon there were three old men gathered around the photos, 

pointing out familiar sites. 

'They could make sense of those images immediately,' said 
Frank. 'When I studied geology at the University of Melbourne, 

I remember how long it took for people to learn how to read aerial 
photos. It's a real skill.' 

We stood and wandered across to the storage shed, carrying 
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our gas bottle. Next to the racks of pulses in clear plastic containers 
was a large gas cylinder. When I asked Frank what the pulses were, 

he explained that they were yirinti beans, from one of the coral trees 

(Erythrina vespertilio). There's a market for them for making strings of 

beads. He also deals in acacia seeds for mine site rehabilitation or de

desertification, and, when available, in yakajiri, known as bush tomato 

or raisin (Solanum centrale). 
Frank unscrewed the gas cylinder and asked for a shifter, which 

my friend went to find. 

'I studied geology because I thought it would be a way to visit 

foreign places. And I ended up here.' He laughed, then paused. 'But 

this is about as foreign as it gets.' 
In March 2008 Frank added a comment to a multi-authored 

Transient Languages and Cultures blog, describing his criticism of the 

intervention in a 'torrent of words' face-to-face with Major General 

David Chalmers, and the Major General logged a reply. He criticised 

Frank for telling good stories 'with a passing nod to the truth', for 

lacking constructive suggestions, and for posturing as a community 

spokesperson. 

After some struggle with the gas cylinder, gas hissing against 

our bottle until it rimmed like frost at the edges, we all stood in the 

walkway. Enclosed behind wire mesh were cycad ferns growing in the 

shadows. I wondered who had planted and tended these relict desert 

species usually found in the refuge of cool rock clefts and gorges, 

remnants from a past when climates were wetter. They stood as if in 

a protective cage, or a corrugated iron grotto. The local member from 

Alice Springs arrived, standing in pressed jeans and beige shoes. He 

shook Frank's hand, and ours. 

'You know I'm anti-interventionist don't you?' Fra"nk said to him. 

'Yes. We get your emails.' 

Gas bottle full, we began to say goodbye. Again, the conversation 

turned. The local member waited. 
Frank explained he'd learnt Warlpiri by immersion. 'I can now 

understand humour in Warlpiri. And I can say something in Warlpiri 

that I know is going to be funny. And that's quite a milestone. But I 

can't yet have conversations about abstract concepts.' 
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Lying awake in my tent that night, I thought what I'd glimpsed 
was a life somehow shared across and between cultures. Thirty-five 

years is a long time living and working on a community where white

fella presence is characterised as transitory, with high staff turnovers. 

Later, I found an interview with Frank by Reconciliation Australia. 

Asked what he likes about Yuendumu, he replies: 'we basically are in 
a Warlpiri. place and the language is still strong, the culture is strong 

and even though I'm not part of it I enjoy being amongst it.' 
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